





AMAZON BESTSECELaG auTHe 


FLORA FERRARI =- 


CONTENTS 


Bratva Boss 
NEWSLETTER 


Chapter 1 
Chapter 2 
Chapter 3 
Chapter 4 
Chapter 5 
Chapter 6 
Chapter 7 
Chapter 8 
Chapter 9 
Chapter 10 
Chapter 11 
Chapter 12 
Chapter 13 
Chapter 14 
Chapter 15 
Chapter 16 
Chapter 17 
Chapter 18 
Chapter 19 
Chapter 20 
Chapter 21 
Chapter 22 
Chapter 23 
Chapter 24 
Chapter 25 
Chapter 26 
Chapter 27 
Chapter 28 
Chapter 29 
Chapter 30 
Chapter 31 
Epilogue 
Extended Epilogue 


NEWSLETTER 

A MAN WHO KNOWS WHAT HE WANTS 
BRATVA BEAR SHIFTERS 

LAIRDS & LADIES 

RUSSIAN UNDERWORLD 

IRISH WOLF SHIFTERS 


BRATVA BOSS 


AN OLDER MAN YOUNGER WOMAN ROMANCE 


RUSSIAN UNDERWORLD, 5 


FLORA FERRARI 


Copyright © 2020 by Flora Ferrari 
All rights reserved. 


No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or 
mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, 
without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief 
quotations in a book review. 


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are 
either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any 
resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely 
coincidental. 


The following story contains mature themes, strong language and sexual 
situations. It is intended for mature readers. 


BRATVA BOSS 


Mia 


All I ever wanted was to dance on the stage of the Bolshoi 
Theatre in Moscow and when I get my chance to join their 
ranks there's nothing that can stop me from leaving the 
States to pursue my dreams. Thoughts of relationships and 
a future family of my own just aren't something I've allowed 
to get in the way of my dancing career, but all that changes 
when I meet sinfully attractive Valentin. First we share 
work a out space early in the morning, and then he's 
everywhere I need him to be, stepping in to keep me from 
harm and suddenly ballet isn't the only thing with a place in 
my heart. When I find out he's part of the Bratva, will I 
listen to the people warning me to stay away from this 
dangerous older man, or will this virgin succumb to his 
advances in all the worst possible ways, hoping he's the 
fairy tale prince I've been longing for? 


Valentin 


Only one thing lies between me and taking over as the head 
of the Bratva in Moscow and the world: I have to kill my 
father. The last thing I need is a distraction, but when I 
meet Mia, the young American dancer who's the newest 
addition to my building, the younger woman becomes the 
only thing I care about. It's love at first sight, and I will do 
everything to claim her as my own, but how can I stop her 
from becoming a weakness to be exploited, and how can I 
convince her that deep down I'm a good guy at heart? 
Keeping the blood off my hands seems impossible. Does a 


Bratva Boss ever get to have a happy ending of his own, or 
does grabbing power mean I’m destined to be a lone wolf 
forever? 


* Bratva Boss is part of the Russian Underworld series, but 
can be enjoyed as a standalone. It ends with an HEA and 
contains no cheating and no cliffhanger. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


M: 


Mia Peterson, you listen to me. Moscow isn't like New York." 


Sitting on the edge of my bed, I watched Mom try to 
squeeze in yet another pair of socks into my already 
crammed suitcase and I let out a sigh, forcing myself not to 
roll my eyes. 


"Mom, I've been there before. And anyway, what are you 
saying, that I'm less likely to get shot if I go down the wrong 
street? I have enough socks already." 


"I don't want you to catch a cold." She straightens up, 
waving the guilty pair that wouldn't cram into my bag at 
me. "And that's not what I meant. Don't you put words into 
my mouth young lady." 


"It's spring, Mom. The weather's warming up, just like over 
here. It was realy warm when I went in the summer, 
remember? It's not the North Pole." 


Dad caught my eye from the doorway of the hall where he 
was leaning, trying not to look amused. He was a contractor 
by trade and stepping back from the day to day, into project 
management had left him with a thickened middle and 
more grey hairs. I loved him for it though. Everything he'd 
ever done he did for me and my ballet obsession, even if he 
didn't understand it. 


"Don't sass your mother, Mia. We're just concerned about 
you." 


As a kid, I begged Dad, over and over, to let me go to the 
summer intensives in New York where the great Russian 
ballet company itself would take on students like me for a 
month at a time. I'd thought it was the closest I was ever 
going to come to getting to Russia myself. 


I knew Dad never really understood, but when it came to 
my dancing he and Mom did everything they could to 
support me, and I couldn't have been more grateful. 
Without them, I wouldn't even have this chance. 


When I was fourteen, they'd scrimped and saved and found 
a way to send me. 


Those classes weren't the start of my obsession with 
Russian ballet by any means, but it was where it really 
started to get off the ground. I spent the whole of the next 
year trying to figure out how I could make enough money to 
go back to the intensives every year. I begged and begged 
them to let me apply for the summer exchange program 
every year. And I could hardly believe my luck when I was 
accepted at seventeen for a six week stay in Moscow to 
learn the language and train at the ballet school of my 
dreams. 


Mom was acting like it was going to be my first time away 
from home, though and I was losing patience with having to 


reassure her when she should have been excited for the 
next step in my career. 


"What if something goes wrong? What if you need a 
doctor?" 


"They're going to take great care of me out there. Just like 
they did when I was on exchange. And, I have my phone. 
And, they even have doctors out there. I remember, from 
last time I went." 


Mom threw her hands up into the air, giving up on that final 
pair of socks. "Well that's that then, isn't it? Nineteen years 
and suddenly it's I'm alright without you. Never mind 
fourteen hours of labor. Never mind me staying up all 
through the night to nurse you through the chicken pox." 


"Mom..." I pulled her into a hug, but she was too set on 
hiding her tears to let me. "Come on Mom. I love you. You 
know that. But this is my dream." 


She covered her eyes with her hands and let out a short 
breath, pushing her tears away. 


“And we're so proud of you. I just don't see why it has to be 
Russia. It's such a long way away, Mia. Aren't you going to 
miss us? What about Thanksgiving and Christmas, and your 
birthday?" 


“Mom, of course I'm going to miss you. All of you. But it's 
the Bolshoi Ballet! You know how long I've wanted this. It's 
not going to be forever. I'll go there and learn everything I 
can and then I can come home and dance for whatever 
company I want to. And I'm going to get time off. I can come 
visit. You can come visit." 


The Bolshoi Ballet in Moscow was the best in the world, at 
least as far as I was concerned and I'd dreamed of dancing 
with them since I first laced up my pointe shoes. Their 


dancers were athletic and strong, passionate and 
convincing, rather than wispy and ethereal and always 
close to passing out. Every time I watched a performance, it 
was theirs I wanted to emulate. Those were the type of 
dancer I wanted to become and I finally had the chance to 
try. 


I remembered my time there on the exchange program 
every waking moment since I got back. And two years on, at 
nineteen, my dreams really started coming true. I'd sent a 
video audition for an opening in their Cour de Ballet and 
forced myself to forget about it, because it was never going 
to happen. The Bolshoi dancers were trained in a very 
particular way so that on stage they could continue to 
produce the vibrant, full bodied athleticism that was 
expected from dancers trained so thoroughly in the 
Vaganova Method. They had very little need to pull in 
dancers from overseas when they had an academy of their 
own, set up to produce the very best dancers in the world. 


But I'd been accepted on the strength of my work with 
them on the summer programs I'd taken, and I could hardly 
believe it was really happening. 


It was going to be grueling and relentless, and I couldn't 
wait. Nineteen and raring to go, being even a small part of 
the company of dancers who'd inspired me for so long was 
everything I ever could have wanted from a first real job. I 
just wished that Mom could understand that, instead of 
seeing all the negatives. 


All I wanted was to prove to them that they hadn't made a 
mistake in taking me on, that I had just as much passion 
and skill as any one of the women who could have taken my 
place. And I really didn't have time for my family's 
reservations about my decision to relocate half a world 
away right when I could have done with their support. 


The fact of the matter was, it didn't matter what either of 
them thought about it. I was nineteen, and I'd accepted the 
offer in a heartbeat. The offer I thought never in a million 
years I'd get, because they hardly ever let non-Russians in 
the door. No one in the world was going to stop me, no 
matter how much I loved them. I'd be going out there on 
my own, and I'd have to stand on my own two feet for the 
first time in my life, so maybe it was all for the best anyway. 


"She's going to be just fine out there, Honey," Dad put in, 
coming into the room to wrap his arms around Mom and 
pull her away from me. "Come on, much more of your fuss 
and she's gonna miss her flight." 


I smiled gratefully at Dad, mouthing a silent thank you. He 
might not have understood, but he'd always been my 
champion. 


Zipping my suitcase closed, I picked it up off the bed and 
took a deep breath. This was it. I was heading to Moscow to 
take up my place on the stage of the Bolshoi Theatre and 
nothing was going to get in my way. 


Valentin 


Officially, I never knew my father, but I always thought that 
Yakov Timoshenko, the reigning boss of the Russian Bratva 
in Moscow took more interest in me and my path than made 
sense without some kind of deeper connection. Before she 
died, my mother confirmed it. But he would never show 
disloyalty to his legitimate family, even after they were 
taken out and killed in front of him. I was always going to be 
the unacknowledged son. That was my burden to carry, and 
some might have said the chip on my shoulder that I could 
never let drop, but never within my hearing. 


My mother had deserved better than to be anybody's 
mistress; Timoshenko should never have married his wife if 
he did not intend to be faithful to her. Those were two 
things I firmly believed. 


I had to concede that if he had been able to keep his dick in 
his pants, I would not exist, and he definitely would not 
have allowed me as close to the business of the Bratva as he 
had. His downfall, when I brought it to him, was going to be 
of his own making. And that felt poetic enough to be some 
kind of justice. 


It had taken a bold move on my part for the old man to start 
to wake up to the fact that I had more loyalty among the 
ranks than he'd been aware of, and that I had been running 
the Bratva myself for years, right under his nose. He was a 
figurehead, and while he'd been great in his day, his day 
was over. It was my turn at the helm, steering us into the 
new world of opportunities and leaving the old, outdated 
ways where bloodshed and violence ruled supreme far, far 
behind us. But he was only just starting to open his eyes. 


Since he had found out that I had brought our supposedly 
retired fixer and his wife to St Petersburg to make a claim 
on the city, things had been frosty between us to say the 
least. 


Mostly, that frostiness was because I had succeeded, 
despite his last ditch attempt to side with the city's own 
criminals and regain control, and his pride was bruised 
beyond recognition. But he wasn't taking me seriously and I 
had to remedy that. 


Brunch at Cafe Pushkin was supposed to be a way to move 
past what had happened in St Petersburg to give me the 
controlling share of the city in the Bratva's name, and to 
decide on a course for the future that would suit the both of 
us. Sooner or later, he was going to have to accept that I 


held the power, but I knew before he arrived that today was 
not going to be that day. 


He still thought he was the one calling the shots, that he 
could cut me out if he chose to. Quite simply, the man 
wasn't worried enough for his position. But he should have 
been. 


Since my return to Moscow, there had been meetings I 
hadn't been invited to, although I was always briefed 
afterwards by everyone else attending because they knew 
better than Timoshenko that I was not the man to leave out 
of the loop. There had been a party he'd forgotten to 
mention, a conference call that I had no dial in details for. 
Petty things that I didn't grudge the man. 


I knew that when the time came, I was going to be just as 
reluctant as he was to let go of the power I'd worked so 
hard to get for myself. But at thirty two, that was still a long 
way ahead in my future, and this petty behavior couldn't go 
on. It was starting to become ridiculous. The Bratva still 
had to do business, and he was far too out of his depth to 
manage what needed to be done when the simple act of 
encoding an email was far beyond him. 


The beautiful old interior of the cafe restaurant I sat in had 
been repurposed to great effect as a decadent restaurant 
with the feeling of an exclusive gentlemen's club from 
another era. It seemed fitting to meet in a place where the 
legacy of the past had been incorporated into a fresh 
future. I hoped he wasn't too pig-headed to take my 
subliminal hint. 


Timoshenko's brow arched up in an almost comic look of 
irritation as he strolled into the library room without so 
much as a glance at the deep wooden bookcases adorning 
every wall as he approached the table I had settled in. 


"Who is this?" he demanded, quite predictably. 


I had a new head for my branch of the security operations 
that the Bratva ran. Viktor Kaverin, our newest initiate, was 
shaping up to be a very useful man to have around. And I 
was becoming mindful that after my takeover of St 
Petersburg, and the direct clash with Timoshenko, I needed 
personal protection of my own. Viktor, brand new and only 
loyal to me, was the perfect choice. 


I glanced over my shoulder, away from the screen of my 
laptop where all the latest figures were spooling, to the 
comfortable armchair discretely back from the table, in an 
alcove by the large window where he sat like any other 
customer who might have wanted to read a newspaper. 
Except that he had no such distraction and for anyone who 
knew to look, the outline of his gun beneath the man's black 
suit was obvious. 


"Viktor Kaverin. My friend from St Petersburg. Would you 
like tea, coffee?" 


I indicated both of the pots set out on the restaurant's 
signature deep green tablecloth. 


Timoshenko scowled and pulled the teapot towards him 
across the breakfast table so that he could serve himself, 
just the way he always preferred. "What is he doing here?" 


I knew as well as he did that it was Yakov who was 
supposed to have the last word when it came to who to 
accept into the Bratva fold. But that hadn't happened here. 


Ordinarily, the move I had pulled in St Petersburg, taking 
advantage of the situation there and my loyal friends 
willingness to help out, would have been strictly out of 
bounds. It was no more and no less than a power play and 
Timoshenko knew it as well as I did. Viktor Kaverin should 


never have been welcomed into our Bratva without his say 
so, but the deed was already done, and his presence here 
was only a symptom of the larger issue he'd been refusing 
to face. 


"We are setting up a new branch of the security firm. I am 
making sure Viktor is up to speed before he takes over." 


Timoshenko's eyes hardened on mine. We both knew that 
what had happened in St Petersburg came perilously close 
to the kind of insult he couldn't ignore. But he wasn't quite 
the intimidating figure he had once cut any longer. Time 
had taken its toll in more ways than one, and I was the 
fitter, stronger male, ready to push him aside. 


We both knew he had made an unsuccessful attempt to shut 
me down by siding with the disparate and disloyal criminals 
native to the city. But the old man had been ignoring all of it 
since my return. 


I knew why, he relied on me too heavily; I was irreplaceable, 
while he was the redundant figurehead who could be done 
without. 


"We did not discuss this Valentin." 


I knew that he knew that, otherwise he would have cut me 
out the way any old fashioned mafia man would have dealt 
with insurgence amongst his ranks. But he was wise 
enough to see that it wasn't as simple as that. 


For a start, he needed me. The business had become too big 
and too reliant on modern ways - paper trails and company 
assets and brokering deals that all looked and felt 
legitimate so that the rest could be bundled up along with 
the wash. And I knew how to deploy all of our people, all of 
our brothers across the network we controlled. When 
Timoshenko had started out, everything had been about 


Moscow. Now, it was simply the hub of a worldwide 
enterprise, and he didn't have the first clue how to keep all 
the plates spinning. 


That was my full time job, and it had been for years. 


I poured myself more coffee from the pot. "There is a great 
deal that we have not discussed Yakov. Perhaps we should 
begin to address that." 


The writing had been on the wall for a couple of years now. 
Since even before our trouble with the Ukrainians in 
Brooklyn I had been lining up allegiances and making sure 
the Bratva men were on my side, eager for the new 
direction I planned to take us all in. Yakov had to know by 
now that all it would take was one word from me to depose 
him. There were no more reasons for him to cling to power. 


He met my eyes across the table and his wrinkled features 
fixed into a look of sheer irritation. "There is nothing to 
discuss." 


"If you say so, Yakov." 


The time had come; he needed to concede power. For the 
past few years I had been happy to give the man the time to 
come to that decision gracefully, but he had been doing 
nothing of the sort. Sure, I knew that eventually, to help him 
save face, I would have to be seen to apply the right kind of 
pressure, but as always he refused to acknowledge what 
was going on. Recently I had been satisfied making use of 
whatever time off he gave me to focus on my plans for the 
future, but this situation had been dragging on for too long, 
and it was long past time now to face it head on. 


"You think there is something? Speak your mind then, 
Valentin. You've never been shy about that, even if you have 
no stomach for the rest of it." 


I gritted my teeth, feeling my jaw clench and ripple. Viktor 
could testify that I had no issue with getting my hands dirty 
or delving into wet work of my own when it was necessary. 


Opposite Timoshenko, I leaned forwards across the table, 
my hands clasped together. 


"We need to talk about what happened in St Petersburg. 
You cannot keep avoiding it." 


He met my eyes and nodded slowly. "I see. You are a dog 
with a bone. I ignore nothing, but you have decided it is like 
that." 


I shrugged. " Yakov, it is like that. I have been propping you 
up for years." 


The faintest twitch of a smile pulled at the corners of his 
mouth. "I built you up from nothing, and now this is all that 
you can see." 


"You put me here for a reason, old man, and now it is time 
for you to get out of my way. You could step down-" 


"I could not!" His fist slammed down onto the table and he 
stood, scraping his chair back and folding his napkin onto 
his plate. "You insult me. There will be something to discuss 
when you are prepared to bloody your hands to get what 
you are after. This is no business deal, Valentin Rozhkov. If 
this is an empire that you want, then you will have to take it 
by force. Not everything in this world can be accomplished 
with your clever, modern ways." 


I let out a growl, slamming my shoulders against the back of 
my seat as I gave a disgusted shake of my head. I didn't 
deem patricide anything other than drama to pad his ego 
and I wanted none of it. I was hardly squeamish when it 
came to dishing out violence, but it seemed so unnecessary 
to have to go so far when I had gone to such lengths to 


make sure that the man who had got us to where we were 
today could step away, unharmed. 


"You are making a mistake, Yakov. It doesn't have to be this 
way." 


"No? Of course it is you to think that it is so easy. Only I 
have to let you castrate my power, take away what I have 
worked for so long to achieve without resistance. Only to 
ruin my legacy so when people think of Yakov Timoshenko 
getting fat and old, they will see not what I have done, but 
only that I am an impotent coward." 


I gritted my teeth. No one I knew would dare to think those 
things of the man who had brought the Bratva so far, but he 
only saw shame in stepping away without bloodshed. "So 
you would rather die?" 


"I would rather that the thief who plans to cut my empire 
out from under me would look me in the eye when he stabs 
me in the heart." 


Despite our personal history, I had too much professional 
respect for the man, as our boss, not as my father, to cut the 
power out from under him. And I could understand why 
now, pride had him give me the cold shoulder, but this could 
not go on. 


He thought he knew what he wanted, so I had no choice but 
to give it to him. I was long past done with all these games. 
I shook my head, eyes darkening on the man who had never 
claimed to be my father. 


Moscow had been my home for my entire life, except for the 
years I had been sent away to England to complete my 
schooling. It was Timoshenko who had insisted on me 
having the best credentials, so that I could open up the 
greatest opportunities for the Bratva when I began to work 


for them to pay back the debt owed by my mother, and 
there was nothing like an Oxbridge education to provide 
the right kind of network, the right kind of contacts for life. 


On a fundamental level, I hated the man. He had done 
wrong by two families by being loyal to neither of them. As 
the boss of the Bratva, I had respected him through my 
youth, but that was as far as it went. I was prepared to take 
whatever opportunities he'd give me to ease his guilt and 
soothe his soul, but when it came to taking over for him, 
there was going to be no sentimentality on my part. I 
couldn't afford any. 


"So be it, then, old man." 


"Da. So be it." 


CHAPTER TWO 


M 


Tired from the flight, I was glad to collapse into the back of 
a cab and let it take me into the centre of Moscow. 


Just like always, the city surprised me by the way the 
buildings sprawled, taking you from what seemed purely 
residential on a busy road, to suddenly having a view of the 
domes of St Basil's Cathedral, or one of the parks along the 
river bank. 


As we came through the core of the old part of the city 
where the theaters and the opera were, I felt a tingle go 
through me. The streets were so wide and grand, with 
beautiful buildings that looked like they should have been in 
some painting from a hundred years ago or more. I could 
picture horses and carriages and ladies in grand dresses 
holding parasols, men in top hats offering them their arms. 
The whole thing could have been a theatre set, except for 
the cars, and the bustle and the sense of real, immediate 
life. This beautiful city was my home now, for as long as I 
wanted it to be. Just as long as I managed to make myself a 


real place at the Bolshoi Theatre. I had everything ahead of 
me, just so long as I put the work in. 


When the car pulled in, I checked the picture of the 
building against the beautiful, old building I was standing in 
front of, and the driver helped me haul my bags over to the 
front door. I thanked him profusely, glowing when he 
praised my accent. All those summer school language 
lessons hadn't been wasted. 


There was a creaky looking elevator at the back of the hall 
when I dragged my cases into the lobby, past the sweep ofa 
grand staircase and I breathed a sigh of relief that it 
appeared to be working. I'd assumed that the rent prices 
were some kind of Soviet hangover, and I'd been expecting 
worse than the dorms at the Choreography School I'd come 
to study at three years back, but it wasn't like that at all. 


The space was warmly lit and welcoming and the elevator 
might have been cramped, but it was clean and there was 
more than enough space for me and my two Suitcases. I'd 
have been grateful even if it had been covered in graffiti 
and smelling like a urinal, because the last thing I wanted 
was to cover myself in bruises hauling my bags up three 
flights of stairs. No matter how elegant they looked from 
the ground. 


When I got to my floor, I found a note with my name on it 
taped to the front door, with instructions to go up to the top 
floor to get the keys from the owner of the building. I let out 
a short breath and glanced at my bags and back to the 
elevator I'd just dragged them out of. They'd be safe for five 
minutes while I ran up to the next floor and got my key. 


So I took the chance, and skittered up to the floor above. 
Unlike the other floors, there was only one door, and I 
hesitated a moment, checking myself over to make sure I 


didn't look like a total hobo, before knocking. I figured I was 
okay, if a little rumpled from travel. 


The door pulled open and a seriously buff looking guy 
peered out, barely moving anything apart from his eyes as 
he looked me over. I didn't need to ask twice to figure out 
the guy was some kind of bodyguard. I didn't even want to 
think about who actually lived here. 


"Uh. Sorry. Downstairs left a key for me, I think? My name's 
Mia Peterson." 


The brute in the doorway gave a grunt and handed over an 
envelope with the same handwriting on the front. I 
breathed out a sigh of relief as soon as I felt the outline of 
keys through the paper. 


“Thank you so much. This is great. Have a - good day." 


With a faltered smile, I turned on my heel as quickly as 
possible, and walked back towards the stairs as fast as my 
legs would carry me. One thing I knew for sure, I did not 
want to get to know the owner of the building. The only 
people I knew who had security detail were celebrities, 
politicians and serious criminals, and I doubted that either 
of the two former categories of people were going to be 
living here, letting out rooms to struggling dancers. 


Shit. Was I a total idiot? Had I signed up to come and stay in 
some kind of brothel? 


Panicked, I ran back down to where my bags were waiting 
and hauled them inside, locking the door of the apartment 
behind me as soon as I was inside. 


Breathing heavily, I sank down to the ground, forcibly 
ignoring the fact that if that was what was going on in here, 
the pimp upstairs would definitely have his own set of keys. 


"Oh my God Mia, what have you gotten yourself into?" 
Maybe my Mom was right. Maybe I shouldn't have come 
here all on my own. 


Right when I was about to leg it out the door and make for 
the nearest hotel, a slim blonde with her hair pulled into the 
kind of bun that only a professional dancer knows how to 
get that perfect. 


"You are Mia? You are right on time. I was about to go to 
rehearsals, but you are so all is good!" 


She extended a graceful hand to shake and I clambered to 
my feet, feeling far from my usual poised self next to her. 
"Oh hi. Nice to meet you." 


"My name is Eva. Please, come. This is your room. I will 
show you quickly. You can put whatever you like in the 
kitchen and the bathroom, but I recommend you to label 
everything unless it is for everyone to use." She laughed, 
and suddenly I felt so much more at ease. Unless there was 
something seriously weird going on, this was just a house 
full of dancers. Jet lag must have been doing a number on 
me to make me think otherwise. 


"This is great. Thank you so much." 


She beamed at me as she opened the door to a room with a 
neatly made double bed in one corner and a wardrobe close 
to the large window that stretched almost all the way to the 
top of the high ceiling. "This building is gorgeous." 


She tilted her head. "In the winter, you will not be saying 
that when you have two electric blankets and you're 
wearing all the clothes you own. But this time of year, yes, it 
is lovely.” 


It was my turn to laugh. I knew I was going to fit right in 
here with hardly any effort at all. 


"What else? There is a shop for food just down the road. 
And you saw the metro station, yes?" 


I nodded." Yeah, I saw it. Thanks." 


“Good. I think today you should rest. You start in the 
morning, yes? It is... going to be a tough week." 


"Oh I hope so. I can't wait to get sucked in." 


Eva tilted her head again and her eyes lingered on me." You 
are very keen. It is a good thing." 


I grinned, liking her already. "Oh, about the guy who lives 
upstairs?" 


"Yes?" 

"Sort of huge and covered in tattoos? He owns this place?" 
Eva laughed. "No. He does not live there." 

"Well, who does?" 


"Mr. Rozhkov. He's very kind to us. I think that you met 
Viktor. He is in security. He is very sweet man. He showed 
me pictures of his wife." 


"Wait, security? Is there something I should know? Why 
does Mr. Rozhkov have security?" 


Eva laughed. "He... has many things. I would try not to 
worry. We do not get mixed up in such things and Mr. 
Rozhkov is very well respected throughout Moscow and a 
great patron of the arts. Among other things." She looked 
at the watch on her slim wrist and all but clicked her heels 
together as she stood straighter. "If you really want to know 
about the man who lives upstairs, you should do some 
reading about the Moscow Bratva. They say he is poised to 
take over, but I wouldn't worry yourself too much. You will 
be far too busy to get involved in anything like that. And 


now, I have to go! I have a show this evening. And every 
evening..." Her eyes sparkled. "And soon you will too. We 
will catch up tomorrow. Probably at the theatre. Goodbye 
for now. Make yourself at home!" 


And that was that. With the sound of the front door to the 
apartment closing behind Eva, I was left on my own to 
explore the place I was going to be living in. I went over to 
the window, drawing back the curtain to look out across the 
square and over to the Bolshoi Theatre itself and I couldn't 
keep the smile from my face. 


After all my hoping and wishing, I was finally, finally here. I 
could just stay out of the way of the mysterious Mr. Rozhkov 
and everything would be fine. After all, the only reason I 
was in Russia was to dance. 


CHAPTER THREE 


M: 


Five AM was a time of the morning I got used to years ago. 
At first, it had been hell to get up so early when most of the 
city was still in bed and it was still dark out. In winter it was 
the worst. But now it was just another of those parts of the 
life of a ballerina that I had come to love. Nobody ever got 
anything worth having without a bit of sacrifice and pain, 
and I was ready to give everything I needed to in order to 
reach my dream. 


Getting into the Bolshoi Ballet was tough, and I had to be 
hard on myself to prove that I was worth my place. No one 
had ever said it was going to be easy, but I'd never been 
one to back down from a challenge and being part of the 
Corps de Ballet here in Moscow was just that. 


The apartment I was sharing with Eva and Maria, the two 
other girls from the Bolshoi was in the most beautiful 
building, within easy walking distance of the theatre itself, 
but that wasn't the only reason I had chosen it. I knew well 
enough that I would need a gym or a studio where I could 


head this early in the morning to and the internet had done 
me proud in finding this apartment that seemed to be 
catered specifically for dancers just like me. I couldn't 
believe my luck. It didn't matter to me that the space 
doubled up as a boxing gym for stressed out Muscovites, or 
a yoga studio during the day. 


I didn't need anything fancy. The only thing I wanted was 
studio space to go through my stretches and strength 
exercises and tune into myself ahead of a day full of 
rigorous, demanding routines. 


With my large travel mug of peppermint tea in hand, I 
pushed my way through the swing doors and into the 
studio. Just like the pictures had shown, there were mirrors 
on all of the walls and mats spread out on the floor, with 
more stacked up at the sides, should they be needed. It 
didn't matter to me that the ceiling panels were yellowed 
with age or that the strip lighting had a bit of a flicker. 


It was a multipurpose space, with a ballet barre around the 
wall at waist height, but also a load of free weights and a 
bench press in one corner, a punch bag hanging from the 
ceiling and a round one on a sprung stand. 


And that was what had been making the repetitive, 
rhythmic noise that I hadn't ever heard before. 


Or rather, the sound was from the guy in the corner, 
punching the ball with small, tight hits that seemed to 
bounce right off his bandaged knuckles and come springing 
back for more until it was nothing but a blur of motion. I 
was transfixed. 


I'd been expecting to be alone at this time of the day, but I 
guess I was wrong. I snapped my jaw shut, aware I was 
staring at the way his muscles rippled with every hit, and 


the way his sweat was drenching his black tank top, sticking 
it to his skin at his back. 


I was used to seeing muscular men, but this was no ballet 
dancer's body. He was solid and brawny, powerful and 
predatory in a way that men who made a living strutting 
around in dance tights pretending to be princes never 
could be. This was the kind of man all those ballet’s were 
written about. This was the kind of man I didn't even dare 
make eye contact with back in New York in case one of 
them distracted me from my dreams. 


But he wasn't just some guy. He had a presence that I'd 
never felt before, a kind of authority about him even in this 
empty room where it was just him and the speedball. 


I knew that in a sudden, certain instant, even before he 
looked up, stilling the motion of the bag with one hand as 
the door audibly fell closed behind me. 


Startlingly clear blue eyes met mine and my pussy clenched 
and tingled in a way I'd never felt before, making me flush 
hotly. God, he was illegally attractive. 


"Uh- Hi. Sorry. Keep going," I blurted, tearing my eyes away 
from him and trying to get my breathing under control. And 
then I realized I hadn't spoken in Russian. I cringed, 
scrunching my face up and turning back to him, entirely too 
flustered by all of this. "Oh, shit. I mean -" 


When I met his eyes again, the man had his head tilted and 
his eyes roved over me with undisguised interest. "It's 
perfectly fine," he said, in the smoothest Russian accent I'd 
ever heard in my life. "I understand you." His voice was 
velvet and smoke, and holy hell, where did he learn to 
speak English so flawlessly? 


I could lie back and listen to him all day and never dance 
another step in my life. 


I swallowed hard, but it was already too late for me to 
concentrate on anything else. My first day at the Theatre, 
the only thing I should have been focused on was warming 
up and making sure I knew all the basics of the dances 
coming up in the season. But here I was getting flustered 
over a total stranger. 


“Usually I have the place to myself at this time," the man 
continued. That voice of his had my nipples tensed beneath 
the fabric of my leotard and I wasn't looking forward to 
taking off my hoodie to show him that. 


"You won't even notice I'm here," I promised him, taking 
myself over to the corner where I could work my stretches 
on the mats. 


"T doubt that that could ever be true." 


Heat flushed my cheeks again, and I let out an awkward 
huff of a laugh, nerves hitting me out of nowhere. Suddenly 
I couldn't think of a single thing to say. He was clearly witty 
and intelligent and suave, and I was... nineteen and 
clueless. And totally lacking experience when it came to 
boys. Let alone men. 


Everything about him was fully grown man, and he was 
looking at me like he wanted to make me his woman. 


"My name is Valentin. I live upstairs." 
"I'm Mia. Me too. I just moved in actually. Hi." 


He smiled, and somehow it seemed like that was an 
expression he wasn't all that used to using. I nearly froze 
completely, feeling heat flood my cheeks all over again and I 


looked down to the mat sharply, feeling foolish that all it 
took was his smile to make me turn into some kind of idiot. 


I must have looked that way to him and I hated the way I 
wanted to giggle and squirm under his stare like some kind 
of school girl. I wasn't just a girl any longer. I was a woman 
striking out on her own, and maybe a man like him, who 
was Clearly already established in his life could look at me 
and see more than just an immature, inexperienced idiot. 
Just maybe. 


I took a deep breath, flustered that I cared so much already. 


No way was I going to throw out my routine for him. Even if 
all I really wanted to do was get to know him better. Have 
him take me out. Maybe rescue me from some evil nemesis 
I had yet to come across, and then whisk me back to his 
castle to marry him. 


Because real life worked like that. Oh, God, who was I 
kidding? I didn't have a clue. 


And, hell, what could I know about anything? I'd spent high 
school learning the greatest ballet routines, humming 
Chopin and Tchaikovsky and dreaming about the Dance of 
the Sugar Plum Fairy when my classmates were into boy 
bands and indie groups and guys with cool tattoos or cars. 


I forced my eyes closed and took a deep cleansing breath. 


Yoga was a great start to the day and it kept me as supple 
and strong as I needed to be to put my body through 
everything that ballet demanded of me. And I'd been all set 
to get on my usual routine of sun salutations and deep 
stretches, breathing through all of them and centering 
myself for the day. 


"In that case, I hope that we will see a lot of each other." 


I bit my lip, the realities of the life I was about to launch into 
hitting me all at once. Being in the Corps meant early 
mornings and late nights, full days bouncing from rehearsal 
to performance with barely the time to be at home, let 
alone anywhere else. I knew I'd be living and breathing 
ballet day in and day out. 


"...1 think I'm going to be pretty busy with my new job, 
actually." 


As much as I didn't want it to be true, I knew that it was. 
However attractive he was, I didn't have time to find out 
where anything with him might lead 


I was the new girl and I needed to show them how seriously 
I was taking this opportunity and how much I wanted this. 
There wasn't going to be a second chance. I couldn't afford 
to jeopardize any of it by going gaga over some guy at the 


Valentin let out an irritated sound, and his fist came down 
against the ball again, rattling it back and forth and he 
landed another punch, turning back to get into the rhythm 
I'd broken him out of. 


"That is a shame." 


Back in New York I'd had plenty of opportunity to fend off 
unwanted attention, but I didn't have the first clue what to 
do when it wasn't unwanted at all. Maybe it should have 
been, because the last thing I needed was any kind of 
distraction until I'd proved I could hold my own among the 
other dancers. 


Now I was the one who couldn't stop watching. That sudden 
burst of fury was powerful and unexpected, and I was 
bewitched. What would he have done if I'd not snubbed 
him? 


Why the hell was my head full of images of him crossing the 
floor of the gym and lifting me up against the mirrors while 
I clamped my thighs around his lean, sweaty sides? I'd 
never even fantasized about something like that, but 
watching him attack the suspended boxing ball, it didn't 
feel like so much of a daydream. More like a premonition. 
Or maybe just a wish. 


I pulled my earbuds out of my bag and slipped them in, 
tracking to my favorite morning playlist on my phone as I 
set down my tea and prepped my area. He caught my eye 
and nodded with a solid kind of finality, and I flushed again, 
thankful that he couldn't read minds. 


The biggest risk I took was sparing him another smile, 
before I got my head back in the game. But it felt gigantic. 
To me, I guess it was. It was the first time in my life I could 
remember wanting anything, let alone anyone, as much as I 
wanted to be a ballerina. How ridiculous was that, after 
barely even speaking to him? 


Trying to shake myself out of it, I transitioned from plank to 
cobra, arching my spine and then stretching forward and 
up, into downward dog before jumping forward, and 
repeating the cycle until I could feel the blood starting to 
pump enough to let my muscles stretch. 


Then it was down to the floor, working on my hamstrings, 
and then the arch of my back. 


I forced myself not to look at him again, but before I was 
even halfway through my stretches, I saw the motion of the 
punching ball still. In my peripheral vision, I saw him sling a 
towel over his shoulders and then he'd walked out of the 
door. 


I let out a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding. What if 
I never saw him again? 


What if I did? 


CHAPTER FOUR 


\ / alentin 


Timoshenko's deals, when it came to business, when it came 
to crime, were impeccable and ahead of their time, but the 
way he disrespected the women he was involved with was 
beyond my comprehension. From the sidelines I had seen 
the pattern repeat, over and over again. 


I had vowed that I would never be that kind of man, and it 
seemed simpler to never let the opportunity arise. It had 
been easy for years, right up until this morning when the 
door of the studio opened, and there was Mia. Never in my 
life had I felt such a powerful and instant attraction. And 
now, I had no idea what to do about it. 


Aside from the way Yakov had treated my mother, I could 
hardly complain about the hand I had been dealt. Early on 
in my career, when I made my first millions, I bought the 
building where my mother used to teach her dance classes 
to little girls across the city. Madame Rozhkov had a 
reputation as one for the best and I wanted her legacy to 
live on in some small way. 


I refurbished the studio where no doubt she had met 
Timoshenko one day when he picked his daughters up, or 
dropped them off to class. I always wondered whether she 
knew then that he was a gangster, whether he came with 
the same kind of security entourage then that he travelled 
with now. 


That part of my mother's history wasn't what I wanted to 
preserve. I wanted to revive her dream of a space right in 
the culture district for young dancers. Somewhere for them 
to live cheaply, within easy reach of the theatre where they 
would perform night after night without respite. And if I 
hadn't done that, I never would have met the woman of my 
dreams. 


Every morning since I'd moved back into the apartment 
building, I came to use the boxing equipment I kept down in 
the studio. It was just routine, and this morning had been 
no different. I relished the chance to blow off steam in a 
physical way that the everyday ins and outs of my job never 
gave me. Going from board meeting to conference call, 
shaking hands and making nice with anybody and 
everybody while I negotiated cutthroat deals, I never got 
the opportunity to use my fists the way I might have wanted 
to. The punch bag gave the visceral side of me a badly 
needed outing. 


Usually, a fast run through of routines and a solid round of 
repeated sets on the speed ball and the punch bag were 
enough to work the tensions out of me. But Mia had added 
a whole new set of them. 


As soon as I saw her, I wanted her. It took everything I had 
not to cross the room and push her down against the mat 
and show her just how feral and uncivilized I could be. At 
heart I was an animal, and with one look at me from across 
the room she brought out the beast that I never admitted 


existed. I wanted to ravage her, to make her mine, to hear 
her scream my name and know it was the only one she was 
ever going to think of when she got turned on. And right at 
the same time, I wanted to show her how much of a 
gentleman I was, to treat her the way that a woman like her 
deserved with every single thing at my disposal. 


She didn't have to tell me that she was a ballerina for me to 
figure it out. From the way she flexed her lithe and supple 
body, pointing her toes with an exaggerated arch, I could 
tell she was a dancer. But that wasn't the only thing that 
interested me about her. 


Living where I did, I was used to seeing so many dancers 
come and go, and until I set eyes on Mia, they all seemed to 
me as sisters. Entirely sexless, in their near prepubescent 
flat chested-ness. In Mia, there was a different kind of 
energy, a unique beauty. She wasn't there to simply pose 
and posture and astound me with the reach of her foot right 
over her leg. She moved in a way that told me dance was in 
her veins. 


Her curves were understated and constrained but her body 
held a lithe Amazonian strength that was undeniably 
feminine, undeniably sexy, whether she realized it or not. 
She was what a ballerina was supposed to be, without even 
trying. She was quietly spectacular and I was going to do 
everything in my power to make sure that everybody knew 
it. Mia, this new American dancer was going to be the death 
of me unless I figured out how to handle my desires. 


I practically saw red when she said she had no time to do 
anything else but work. How could she say such a thing? 
How could she think it? 


No one should have to live a life where work was the only 
thing, no matter how much they enjoyed it. I wanted to 
storm down to the Bolshoi Theatre itself and demand that 


she be released from her obligations so that I could take 
her out. So that she would let me romance her. 


I'd been clenching my jaw so hard my teeth were in danger 
of popping since I stalked out of the gym, balls going bluer 
by the second. I couldn't have stayed in there another 
second without doing something I'd regret. 


She had to give me a chance. There was no way that she 
hadn't felt the chemistry between us. It was off the charts 
and I'd never been so attracted to anybody so instantly and 
so deeply. How could she look at me and tell me that she 
didn't have the time? 


Hitting the speed bag only wound me up into more of a 
rage. The only thing I trusted myself to do was leave, before 
I grabbed her by the throat and forced her to admit she felt 
this powerful thing between us too. I'd had to get out of the 
studio because I couldn't have stayed watching her another 
moment longer without striding across the room, and 
forcing her to her feet so that I could plunder her mouth 
like some kind of caveman and force my body hard up 
against hers. At least then she wouldn't be able to deny the 
weight of my meaty arousal pressed against her, desperate 
for entry into her body where it surely belonged. 


But that wasn't how I wanted our relationship to begin. 
That wasn't the man I was, and I'd never known myself to 
react so powerfully to anyone. 


All but slamming the door behind me, I jogged up the 
central staircase to the top floor and let myself into my 
apartment. It took twenty full minutes under a cold shower 
for the raging of my engorged, hopeful cock to deflate 
enough to get ready for work. I refused to jerk myself off. I 
wasn't so desperate. When I changed her mind, I'd have 
her and it would be worth the ache of not getting what I 
needed right now. 


I'd never met anyone so beautiful that I didn't know how to 
behave like a human being around her. 


The only thing I knew was that she had to be mine. I wasn't 
going to stand for this nonsense about her new job and 
having no time. But giving in to my hindbrain was not the 
way I wanted to start things with the woman I wanted by 
my side. And that was exactly where she belonged. 


If the managing of Bratva had taught me anything at all, it 
was that brute force should only be a last reserve. I had so 
many other tools at my disposal to help me get her, and get 
her I was going to do. But I was struggling with not simply 
snatching what I wanted, to make her see that there was no 
job in the world that could have been more important than 
what was going to be between us. She felt it, I know she 
did. 


The tight, bullet hardness of her nipples beneath the thick 
jersey of her sweater told me that much. She felt the 
electric charge between us, I had no doubt of that. So why 
was she so determined to put me off? I would change her 
mind; I had to. 


And I was going to have to come up with a plan to do it, 
because at this rate, I wasn't going to be able to think of 
anything else for the entire morning. I needed a clear head 
to handle the Timoshenko situation without landing myself 
in jail on murder charge, but right then, that was the very 
last thing I had. 


In front of the mirror in my bedroom, I tied my tie, 
smoothing the front of it down over the buttons of my 
tailored shirt, and I turned on my side as I pulled my suit 
jacket on, studying my silhouette. Bringing a gun to a 


meeting wasn't usually something I bothered with, but 
Viktor was right, from now on I had to look out for myself. 


Timoshenko wasn't going to back down, and that meant I 
had to assume that he was hostile. I had to be ready to 
defend myself, if he turned on me. 


I decided the shoulder holster was discreet enough and I 
double checked that the line of it didn't show through my 
jacket any more than was strictly necessary. I'd seen men 
shoot each other to pieces just because they'd both had 
weapons and neither wanted to be the one to shoot last. I 
didn't need to start a gunfight; I just needed to be 
prepared. 


In Moscow, Timoshenko had friends, and I couldn't say for 
certain that I had more of the Bratva on my side, even if I 
knew the men who were key to the business were loyal to 
me. It would have been foolish for either of us to get into a 
situation where we were pitching man on man to take each 
other down. That was a fast way to destroy the organization 
we had built together, and I hoped the old man wasn't 
onerous enough to demand that. The strength of the Bratva 
was in its unity and there was no point in tearing it apart in 
the struggle for control. 


Today there were more politicians and police officials to 
meet. Tomorrow it was the small-time crooks who ran the 
day to day scams that mostly kept their own palms greased, 
but also provided opportunities for international dealings 
whenever they were needed. 


I was very aware that both those sets of people usually 
came with their own security, their own weapons. They 
always did, and every time before I had taken it in stride, 
confident that none of them would be foolish enough to 
make a strike against me. I was the man who could open 
doors and arrange everything that they needed to be 


arranged, be that additional funds for the city, or blind eyes 
turned. 


But since I'd returned from St Petersburg, things had 
changed. It would be the perfect opportunity for 
Timoshenko to make a preemptive strike and wipe me out 
before I made a move, if that was his plan. 


With a last glance in the mirror, I headed out of the 
apartment and down the stairs to the waiting car. 


"Where to, sir?" 


"Zhivago's. Thank you, Arkadi." My driver had been with me 
almost as long as I had had need of one, and I was grateful 
for his solid service. He took me everywhere I needed to go, 
without a single question. He didn't so much as blink when I 
had difficult conversations in the back with gentlemen who 
had to be forcefully reminded of the Bratva way of doing 
things. He always made sure the car was perfectly valeted, 
never allowing so much as a speck of blood to remain. And 
he seemed to have a map in his head linking all the places I 
could ever need to go together in the fastest possible times. 


"Very good, sir." 


Zhivago's was one of Timoshenko's babies. A club of kinds, 
where gentlemen could get whatever they were after. The 
back rooms followed a theme of train carriages and the 
women on Offer, if you had the funds, were all very willing to 
pretend to need to be saved in one way or another. The 
whole thing always left me with a bad taste in my mouth. 


As far as I knew, Timoshenko had cut all ties with human 
traffickers working out of Ukraine, and the mail order bride 
business, and the women who worked there were feisty 
enough to make their own choices and take advantage of 
whatever fetishes the rich and depraved came in with, but 


all the same, prostitution was a line that I would have 
rather the Bratva got out of. At least in places where it was 
illegal. Amsterdam was a different matter, but Timoshenko 
liked to be able to visit his girls. 


Over the years I had been steering us away from the 
seedier side of things - the things that could never be 
disappeared away once they came out into the open. All the 
way through, I'd maintained that the Bratva's moral code 
should be better than that, and the strength of my 
convictions came from the fact that I could prove a 
thousand times over that the risk was not worth the 
rewards. Still, Timoshenko clung to Zhivago's, even while I 
moved us over to a more lucrative enterprise. Business 
deals with the bonus of being harder to trace back to 
criminal activity, criminal activity that had no paper trail 
linking back to us. 


In record time, Arkadi pulled the car to a stop outside the 
club, and I nodded my thanks to him, gathering my things. 


"I should be a couple of hours. I won't need you until then." 


A woman who introduced herself as Lara greeted me at the 
door, with a flash of her sparkling eyes trailing suggestively 
over me, and the hint of a smile at the corner of her mouth 
as she handed me a glass of champagne. 


"This way, Mr. Rozhkov. You must let me know what I can do 
to make your time with us enjoyable this afternoon. We 
always love your visits; you are such a handsome and 
powerful man." 


I gritted my teeth and pushed away her attempt to smooth 
her slender, manicured hands down my arm. The last thing 
I wanted was to entertain a woman like her. Every time I 
came, it was a different girl who tried, and each one 
thought their brand of flirtation would work. Or perhaps 


Timoshenko thought I would reconsider my plans if one of 
them got my dick wet. 


I was unamused. She clearly thought she could have a man 
like me wrapped around her little finger, just by pouting her 
lips and showing off the sway of her hips and the unreal 
roundness of her breasts. She didn't interest me at all, 
especially today, when my thoughts were filled with nothing 
but Mia, she practically repulsed me. 


"Thank you, I don't think so." 


She raised her perfectly plucked eyebrows. "Oh, but you 
must be lonely, Mr. Rozhkov. You never have a woman with 
you. It is not healthy for a man like you to be alone. I could 
make sure you have a very, very good time." 


The only reason I was here was business. Business with the 
men at the table in the back, who clearly showed no qualms 
in enjoying all the hospitality Timoshenko's girls were 
willing to offer. From where I stood, I could see that 
Timoshenko had his arms spread out across the back of the 
booth, taking in the performance of a topless dancer, while 
two others squirmed in the laps of the two middle-aged 
officials we were supposed to be talking to. 


I let out a sigh. 


"I don't enjoy paying for my women, Lara. And I don't like to 
think about how many dicks they have sucked before mine, 
with nothing but money on their mind." 


Her smile snapped clean off her face and her eyes 
narrowed. "You are an asshole." 


"No. But I have far more respect for women in general than 
you appear to have for yourself." 


I had to grab her wrist to stop her from throwing the glass 
of champagne down the front of my suit, and she winced at 
the fierceness of my grip, her eyes turning narrow and 
catlike. She thought she was original, but I had seen that 
coming easily enough. She was predictable as well as ugly 
to me, in all of her brash, overly sexualized mannerisms and 
her flares of passion. Her smile curled in again as I 
squeezed her wrist, and she vamped up the struggle. 


"Oh Mr. Rozhkov, you are hurting me. Do you like that? Is 
that what you don't want anybody to know? Your secret 
could be safe with me, my darling." 


I snarled at her, disgusted and pushed her away from me in 
an instant. "Stop wasting both our time. I am here for 
business." 


Striding over to the booth at the back, I took the portfolio I 
had been working on out of my briefcase and stood in front 
of the table, ignoring the writhing, half naked women as I 
shook each other gentlemen's hands in turn. 


"My name is Valentin Rozhkov, and Timoshenko and I have 
some interesting figures to put to you. I do think that we 
could implement a solution to assist with opening up wider 
government funds. I suggest you turn to page three, if I 
could steal your attention, for just a few moments, 
gentlemen." 


Cyber crime was big business these days. We had rooms full 
of hackers all working mundane tricks to bring in low level 
amounts of cash from all over the world. We had companies 
set up to call every number they could generate and sell 
unnecessary insurance or IT support for some issue that 
had never been an issue in the first place. We had charities 
that ran campaigns for villages in disaster zones that didn't 
exist. 


They were dirty scams, every single one of them, and while 
I couldn't claim to be proud of them, I could at least sleep 
easy knowing that none of them came with loss of anyone's 
freedom, or loss of life. And best of all, when it came to the 
bottom line, these companies were carefully set up to 
protect our anonymity, thanks to our skilled money man, 
Roman. That was the trick and the secret to our success. 


We could replicate these centers, create franchises, write 
rule books on how to run a successful enterprise in the 
margins of what was legal and offer support to negotiate 
the ever-changing landscape. And we'd done just that. 
What we sold now was the method, the brand. All over the 
world we had allegiances and outposts simply because of all 
the systems I'd put in place. If our criminal reputation was 
not our main asset, we could have been almost entirely 
legitimate. And now was the time to take it even further, 
and push the reinvestments to a whole other level, binding 
the government and police even closer to us, making sure 
we had them in our back pocket, under our control rather 
than working against us. 


Timoshenko looked up from his copy of the report, and gave 
me a wordless nod over the top of the page. I shifted my 
eyes away from him. His approval wasn't anything I needed. 
The only reason the Bratva was where it was today was 
because of me, and both him and his old fashioned ways 
were holding me back. 


I was done with playing nice about it. As soon as I figured 
out the best way to do it, things had to come to a head, and 
then it was all going to end. 


Once our official friends had been escorted into the back 
room by all three girls, I slid into the booth and ordered a 
drink while I waited for Timoshenko to finish reading the 


rest of the document that the other men had eagerly 
signed. 


He let out an impressed sounding hum. "Always you make 
these things so watertight, Valentin. Never any room to 
wriggle out. I hope that you do me the same favor, when the 
time comes." 


I knocked back a mouthful of vodka and skidded the empty 
tumbler down onto the table next to him. "Don't you worry, 
Yakov. When it happens, you won't have a way out." 


CHAPTER FIVE 


\ / alentin 


I didn't get to return to my apartment until well after dark 
that evening. Being up at dawn and back so late was 
becoming a very familiar pattern, but I didn't have the 
luxury of admitting exhaustion, or even letting myself feel it. 


After I'd switched on the lights, I poured Viktor and myself 
a couple of glasses of vodka and brought the bottle over, 
sitting down opposite him on my deep couch. The man 
didn't accompany me everywhere, but I was putting him up 
in my spare room and I was beginning to think that making 
his bodyguard duties more official might be for the best. 


"Drink with me. It's been a long day." 


Viktor held the shot glass up, and the pair of us nodded 
before knocking the contents back in a single gulp. The only 
way to drink vodka was to shoot it. It was not a drink for 
Sipping, and I didn't see the point of mixing it. When he set 
his glass down next to mine, I reached for the bottle again 
to refill them. Living alone had never bothered me, but 


lately I found myself glad to have some company and 
Viktor's presence was easy enough. 


In St Petersburg we had, between us, taken out the rival 
crime contingent. Viktor had proved himself as worthy of 
the old fashioned title Vor that he had clearly spent his 
lifetime working towards. 


Sometimes it surprised me that he wanted to align with me 
at all when our ways were so very different and my goals 
for the Bratva seemed to be so contrary to the way he had 
lived his life. 


Here in Moscow he had seen the extent of that, playing 
bodyguard to me as I went between meetings with 
important partners and stakeholders, attended gatherings 
and lunches, shook hands with politicians and took press 
conferences, while all the time juggling remote video calls 
and managing the strategy for the Bratva's route ahead on 
encrypted software, wearing my second business life like a 
superhero wears a cape. Not once had I had cause to ask 
him to assist me in roughing anybody up, or wiping anybody 
out, but I knew he would rise to the challenge in an instant 
if that was what I demanded of him. 


For now, I worked from the gilded tower, the point of 
respectability that a man like him had never had, and I 
wondered whether he would have shared Timoshenko's 
conviction that I didn't know how to get my hands dirty, had 
it not been for the St Petersburg coup where we'd fought 
shoulder to shoulder. 


Increasingly, my work day seemed to stretch at both ends, 
and I couldn't see that changing any time soon. Not until I 
found a way out of the stalemate with Timoshenko - a way of 
ending it with one clean strike. But tonight, for the first 
time in months, I wasn't focused on that. 


With a glance out of the curtains, down to the street and 
across to the Bolshoi Theatre, I checked the time. The 
performance wasn't yet done. But it would be shortly. And 
now that I knew the company had a new dancer, I couldn't 
get the thought of going to see a performance out of my 
head. 


“How do you stand it?" 


Viktor looked at me, confusion clear on his face. "I do not 
follow." 


“Having a woman. Having your thoughts permanently on 
her. Wanting to break all the bones of any man who touches 
her." 


I had only met Mia this morning, but already I knew without 
a doubt that I wanted her to be mine. I'd never seen anyone 
so beautiful, so captivating, and as soon as I'd seen her 
smile I knew that she was made to be with me. It wasn't a 
familiar feeling. 


Viktor let out a gruff laugh and knocked back another 
mouthful of vodka. "I married her." 


“And now it is better?" I narrowed my eyes and knocked 
back my own drink, skeptical given how many times I'd 
seen Viktor checking his phone, or smiling over pictures 
from his home. I didn't understand how it would be possible 
to fully focus the way that even the recently married men in 
the Bratva seemed able to. 


Viktor shrugged. 


“Now it is worse. But at least I know that she is always 
mine, so at least I don't need to kill every man who looks at 
her." 


That, I could just about believe. Watching her stretch had 
been pure torture. I could have crossed the studio floor and 
shoved my pulsing cock hard up against her a dozen times 
over, and rutted against her like some wild beast. It had 
taken every shred of control that I had not to. 


And now, I couldn't stop thinking about how tonight she 
would be sleeping downstairs, right in this building, with 
only thin walls and floors between us. 


I topped our glasses off once more. Was this what lay ahead 
for me in my future? I hadn't considered taking a wife 
before, because I'd been too focused on the Bratva, on 
getting where I needed to be, but Mia... 


It was ridiculous. She was a stranger. But I couldn't think of 
her as anything less than mine, and I knew I wouldn't be 
satisfied unless that was going to be forever. She would be 
the only woman I touched for the rest of my days, and that 
was more than fine with me. How could I ever want 
anybody else when just watching her stretch was the 
closest thing I'd ever come to touching perfection? 


Any given day, all I had to do was look out into the corridor 
to see half a dozen ballerinas stretching on the banister like 
it was their personal barre, but their flexing didn't even 
compare. 


The smell of soft leather shoes and the sight of women in 
leg warmers was something I had grown up with, but I had 
no real interest in any of them in particular. There were 
always invitations to their shows and lingered, hopeful 
conversations in the hall, usually accompanied by 
exaggerated stretches, as though they really thought it was 
a novelty to me to see how flexible a woman's body could 
be. Not for someone who had grown up in this world, it 
wasn't. They were boring to me, average and uninteresting. 
But not Mia, she was different, special. 


And I had to find out why that was. I had to get to know her 
better and to see just how many more sparks would fly 
when we came together skin to skin. 


"Who is this woman?" Viktor asked, leaning in slightly, his 
arms against his knees, curiosity displayed on his face. 


I shook my head. Women were usually the last thing I had 
time for. Although some of the Bratva's best men had 
recently found the love of their lives, I hadn't anticipated 
the desire to follow in their footsteps any time soon. It was 
disconcerting to know that all it took was one glance, one 
conversation with Mia, and I was hurtling off down the 
same path. 


"She is a dancer. Don't laugh. I know there are a lot of them 
around here. And that is not why I set this place up." 


As soon as I had established myself and my capabilities, 
back in my twenties, I had purchased the entire building. I 
had taken an apartment on the top floor, expanding and 
renovating the rooms we used to live in when I was a boy, 
and then I divided the rest of the building so that I could 
rent it out. 


For the time being, it was what it was. A series of large 
apartments in multiple occupancy, advertised through the 
dance companies with special rates available to dancers. 


Viktor shrugged diplomatically. "I would have thought you 
would have a wife by now if being a dancer was all it took." 


I nodded, feeling a smile tug at my face. Of course Viktor 
would understand that it took more than a pretty face or a 
certain look to turn my head. Mia was truly special, as I 
imagined his American wife was special to him. 


My mother had been the best dancer in the world, or so I 
had thought as a boy and I was grateful that Russia 


celebrated the ballet traditions so deeply that there was 
never any cost for attending the choreography schools, only 
a requirement to pass the audition. I wouldn't have been in 
the position I was, if it hadn't been for my mother and her 
success, and in establishing these apartments, I aimed to 
pay forward her generosity to me in some small way. 


Being surrounded by ballerinas always made me feel at 
home, even when I spent the majority of my days alone, or 
holding endless meetings with men from different corners 
of the globe, facilitating solutions for the Bratva's problems 
and issuing orders that Timoshenko was too far removed 
from the day to day to realize needed issuing. 


I could go to the ballet, watch them dance for an evening 
and go home again, knowing that I didn't have to disappoint 
any of them with my lack of time, or putting my focus on 
business ahead of them. Seeing the dancers, so disciplined 
with each and every movement, reminded me of how to 
strive to be in life. I never had anyone to disappoint, and 
that had been the way I wanted it. Right up until I met Mia 
and she captivated me completely. 


I raised my glass one final time, meeting Viktor's eye. 


For now, he had agreed to the position here with me for as 
long as I needed him in Moscow, but I knew it was no long 
term solution. It wasn't fair to rely on him when his new 
wife and baby girl were waiting back in St Petersburg for 
his return. I had every hope that I wouldn't need him much 
longer. 


"The sooner this is all done, the sooner you can go back to 
St Petersburg. I am sorry to keep you away from your 
family. I am coming to realize how hard that must be." 


Already I was impatient for the morning when I would get 
my chance to see her again, and hopefully begin to convince 


her that she didn't have to choose between me and the 
theater. Otherwise I might be tempted to burn the damn 
building to the ground. 


Mia 


I settled in quickly enough, falling into routine. I'd head to 
the studio first thing in the morning before the other girls 
were up and work through an hour of stretches and 
meditation with the increasingly familiar sound of Valentin's 
fists against a punching bag in the background. 


I was becoming accustomed to the rhythmic patter and I 
could tell now when he misstepped or missed a hit without 
looking up. Somehow it was kind of soothing, once I got 
over the fact that he had a body to die for. Not that that was 
happening any time soon. 


He hadn't asked me again about a date, but the chemistry 
still sizzled between us and I couldn't keep my eyes off him. 
I felt it almost physically every time he looked at me, and he 
looked at me a whole lot. At first I'd felt awkward under his 
stare, unsure whether his pride was bruised after I'd told 
him that I was far too busy with work for anything at all to 
develop with him, but I got used to the way his eyes roamed 
over me. And somewhere along the course of the week, I 
found myself getting disappointed when I didn't feel the cat 
lick of his gaze roughing over me. 


The truth of it was, I liked the way he looked at me, even if I 
hardly knew what to say to him. 


He didn't seem to have the same problem. "How did your 
first week go?" 


"It was... exhausting!" I confessed, sparing him a grin. "And 
absolutely perfect." My calves were so tight from all the 


strain I'd put them under learning so many new routines so 
quickly. Eva had been right about them working me hard; 
the week had been brutal and the one ahead of me was set 
to be worse. I could understand why. At the moment I was 
dead weight to them and I needed to get to a point, very 
quickly, where I could hold my own on stage without 
messing up. I only had another few days to learn the parts 
before the woman I was replacing moved on, and I was 
feeling the pressure. My feet definitely were. 


"You have a show?" 


"Not yet. My debut is tomorrow. Unless I mess something 
up. And then I'm on every night after that." 


Valentin nodded and something in his eyes intensified, 
making me draw in a breath as I looked up and caught his 
eye." Perhaps I will come and see you." 


With my heart fluttering like a caged bird, I gave him an 
incredulous look, doing my best to keep my cool. "You like 
ballet?" 


"This is Russia. Here, we appreciate art in all its forms. And 
ballet is for us the greatest point of pride. The Ballet Russe 
is beyond compare, is it not?" 


I bit my lip. He had me there. "I guess you're right. I never 
thought of it like that. It's not like everyone back home likes 
ballet." But I could see that Valentin was different from all 
the men I'd ever known back in America. He was cultured 
and refined, and I could tell that even when he was 
standing there bare chested with his muscles rippling, 
winding bandages around his knuckles so that he could go 
at the punching bag again. 


Here he could be both things, but back home he would not 
have struck me as the kind of guy who'd voluntarily go to 


the theater to see anything at all. I guess I liked the 
contrast. Rough and smooth, just like I imagined his stubble 
would feel up against my skin. 


"Are you some kind of fighter?" I asked him, suddenly 
curious about why he came in here so early. It didn't seem 
like something that anyone working a normal nine-to-five 
behind a desk would want to do. Not this early in the 
morning. 


He let out a gruff laugh. "I don't know. Perhaps I am." 


I flushed. "I just meant - you coming here this early. What's 
that about? I wouldn't even be awake if I didn't have to 
carve out some me time to make sure I'm on top of my 
training." 


He shrugged. "This is the time of the morning I have to 
myself. The rest of the day, it is different. I suppose that is 
the same for both of us. The rest of the time, I have to be 
who I have to be." 


I nodded. "I get that. I'd be all over the place without my 
yoga. It gives me strength." 


His eyes met mine and I could see him smiling at me. "I can 
see that." 


I rolled my eyes, suddenly very aware that I had been lying 
stretched out on the mat not doing very much at all to help 
with strength. "Oh shut up. I was meditating. And then you 
distracted me with your... sweaty muscles." 


His eyes glinted like he'd won a prize, or maybe caught me 
out, and I flushed at what I'd just said. "I beg for your 
forgiveness." 


I shook my head, deciding to joke it out. "Oh, you better. I'll 
have you know I have some pretty kick-ass moves of my 


own. You don't want to mess with a pissed ballerina, I'll tell 
you that much for free." 


But maybe he should have. Maybe I didn't want him to take 
me at my word. Not deep down. If I did, it wouldn't be the 
sight of him going at that punchbag, working hard enough 
that sweat rivered down his bare back that kept creeping 
up on me any time one of the posturing male dancers 
remotely exerted themselves. And I wouldn't feel that 
stupid little glow every single time when I told myself that 
Valentin was way, way more attractive than any of them 
were. 


CHAPTER SIX 


M 


As my first week gave way to my second, it became very 
clear that I wasn't as organized as the rest of the Corps. No 
matter what I did, it seemed like I was always about fifteen 
minutes behind them all in getting changed and getting out 
of the dressing room after the evening performance. Partly, 
it was because they all had their places well mapped out in 
the changing room, while I bounced around trying to fit into 
the gaps. 


Getting ready for the show was worse; I was unsure where 
I could put my bag down that wouldn't be in the way, 
jostling for space to use the mirror or the hairspray, or to 
try to get the line of my eyeliner just right before the show, 
but at least I managed to get ready in time. Afterwards, 
when everyone was tired and hurrying to take it all off 
again, I didn't have the reserves left to fight for my corner 
and it was easier to just hang back and wait for space. 


Like any dance company does over time when they all know 
each other so well, they shared space and dressing tables 


fluidly, helping each other unclasp difficult fastenings on 
their costumes and doing each other's makeup and hair. I 
was the outsider and I'd known it was going to take a little 
while to fit in, but I hadn't quite reckoned with the fact that 
my Russian wasn't good enough to carry along with all the 
conversations and the jokes. It felt like being back in school 
again, not knowing whether I was the butt of the jokes, or 
whether I'd got on the wrong side of the queen bee. 
Whoever that was. 


Eva did her best to bring me in when she could, but she was 
in just as much of a hurry as everybody else to get out of 
the theatre and get home so that she could make the most 
of her time off. 


I refused to let it get to me. After all, what could I expect? 
This was only my first few weeks. I was still finding my feet. 
My head still hadn't kicked into gear when it came to 
remembering my school girl Russian and I knew that was 
going to get better, eventually. And when I stopped having 
to translate every single word in my head first, then I'd be 
able to join in more. 


This was just the teething stage, and it was always going to 
be just as uncomfortable as all of my aching and newly 
strained muscles until my body came up to the condition 
needed to endure the continued level of intensity required 
by back to back performances and rehearsals day after day. 


This was the world I'd known I'd wanted to be part of since 
I got my very first pair of pink practice shoes as a kid, and 
greedily breathed in the smell of the soft leather and suede. 
And now I just had to figure out how to keep up. 


With a sigh, I turned off the last of the lights in the dressing 
room and the bulbs around the mirror flipped off, leaving 
me with a momentary halo of each bulb burnt into my vision 


when I closed my eyes. There was something so unnaturally 
quiet about an empty theatre, even behind the stage. 


To me they were perpetually bustling places, filled with 
people. The auditorium housed the sound and lighting box 
away from the velvet covered seats and gilded boxes where 
the audience sat, and the orchestra pit was usually abuzz 
with musicians tuning instruments, in a swirling, 
disorientating whirl of sound, or the conductor himself 
running the orchestra through the first bars of every single 
piece. 


There were so many people behind the scenes, managing 
props and costumes and cues, working the mechanics of the 
scenery, and every part of it ran like a well oiled machine. I 
was the only part having trouble fitting in, and the 
momentum when it was all underway was immense and 
unstoppable. I had to do my best to hurry along and keep 
up with it all, or it would leave me totally behind, as well as 
burnt out. 


Stepping out onto the street from the stage door meant I 
bypassed the audience massing around the front of the 
building, dispersing slowly as they gathered up coats and 
found taxis, or went on towards their post-theatre dinners 
and drinks while they discussed the performance. My glory 
had come with the applause and now all I wanted was to 
slink back home to bed, entirely unnoticed. 


But there was someone waiting in the shadows. I didn't see 
the man at first, and I nearly jumped out of my skin when 
he moved and what I'd thought had been a shadow behind 
the dumpster, turned out to be much more than that. The 
river of beer-scented piss trailing across the pavement in 
front of my feet told me exactly what he'd been getting up 
to and I grimaced in disgust and made a point of stepping 
over it as I headed for home. 


Some drunk wasn't going to bring my mood down. I wasn't 
going to let him. And right now was not the time to admit to 
myself that I wished I'd walked home with the other girls. I 
was nineteen, but I wasn't totally defenseless. Like any 
other kid growing up in a big city, I knew enough 
rudimentary self-defense to make an irritation out of myself, 
and supposedly nine times out of ten all you needed was not 
to be an easy target. 


Which was all great in theory, but it all felt a whole lot 
different when I had a beery Russian guy trailing me. Call 
me paranoid, but I could hear his footsteps behind me, 
echoing between the buildings against the paving stones, 
folowing me with a heavy kind of certainty. It took 
everything I had not to look over my shoulder when he let 
out a slurred jeer that told me just how much he'd been 
drinking. 


"Pretty ballerina! Come here. I have something for you!" 


His echoing laugh was more than enough for me to figure 
out that whatever he had in mind probably centered on his 
dick. I wasn't about to ask, even if I had been anywhere 
close to being naive enough to think it was anything good. 
And no way was I going to stop to talk to him. Instead, I 
pulled my hood up and picked up my pace, walking faster as 
I headed into the light of the next street lamp, glad for the 
glow it cast and dreading the stretch of darkness between 
me and the next one. 


I could practically see the building where I lived, and it 
wouldn't take me long at all to get there, but suddenly I was 
torn. I didn't want to lead this guy right back to where I 
lived. What would stop him from coming back another night 
just as drunk and lurking under the stairs in wait for me, or 
maybe one of the other girls too. 


Flustered, I doubled back towards the theatre, but just as I 
broke out onto the main road, a few rushed steps told me 
my pursuer wasn't giving up so easily. He grabbed my arm, 
and I let out a startled yelp, twisting in his grip. 


"You think you're too good to talk to me? Is that is? You 
stupid bitch." 


"Let go of me!" The one thing I knew that it paid to do, was 
to be as loud as possible. And that was something I had no 
problem with at all. "Stop!" I screamed at the top of my 
voice, thrashing out with elbows and short jabbed kicks. 
"Let go!" 


One of the doormen charged with arranging taxis looked up 
along with at least a dozen of the theatre's patrons, but not 
a single one of them made a move towards me. The drunk 
guy let out a laugh. 


"My baby is so feisty!" 


"I'm not your baby! Let the hell go you creep!" Panic made 
my chest tighten and to my horror, my voice was getting 
quieter, locking itself into my throat so that I couldn't 
scream at him the way I wanted to. 


All of these rich idiots were going to let this guy pull me 
back into the alley. I wasn't going to be able to fight him off. 
My Mom was right; I never should have come here all on 
my own. I was too young. And after this I'd have to go home 
and give up my dream and- 


He pressed his horrible, fatly wet lips against mine, and I 
struggled to twist my face away from his beery breath, but 
his hands were everywhere and fear was turning me to 
stone. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


\ / alentin 


Since meeting Mia, work had kept me too busy to attend 
the shows that I knew she would be starting to perform in, 
but I found myself watching for her return every evening. 
Looking out of the window of my living room I had the 
perfect view of the Bolshoi Theatre itself and I knew that to 
the side of the classical frontage, with its steps and columns 
was the stage door. 


I watched the dancers exit in dribs and drabs, the first ones 
coming out some minutes before the audience, who had the 
disadvantage of being filtered through so many velvet- 
carpeted corridors and being funneled through to collect 
their coats. 


They left in small groups, giggling and gossiping about the 
show, or singularly, walking fast still with leg warmers on, 
and their rehearsal bags slung over their shoulders. I stood 
watching until the stream of them died down, and outside 
the front of the building the audience started milling. And 
still there was no sign of Mia. 


With my knuckles balled into fists, I paced the stretch of 
floor in front of the window. Perhaps Mia had the night off. 
Perhaps she wasn't even in the theatre. She wouldn't thank 
me for barging my way inside and demanding to know what 
had happened to her when the very last thing she'd done 
was warn me off. 


My ego was still bruised from her insistence that she didn't 
have time to even see where things could go between us, 
even though I knew the chemistry between us was mutual. 


I looked at my watch again, and then finally I saw her slip 
out of the stage door and I breathed out, relieved. Until I 
saw the figure weaving drunkenly towards her. 


That set me in motion in an instant. I didn't stop to wait and 
see what happened next, I was already out of the door to 
my apartment and running down the stairs in giant bounds. 
No way was I going to let Mia walk even the short distance 
back from the theatre alone being harassed by a low life. 
No one should even dare approach her and I was going to 
make sure she came to no harm. Of all people, I knew how 
unpredictable a man in a darkened alley could be, and I 
wasn't about to hang around to find out what was going to 
happen. 


It didn't matter what she thought she had time for, I would 
prove to her that she needed me by her side, that I could 
and would protect her. 


The night air was cool on my back through the black cotton 
of my tailored shirt as I hit the street. My steps quickened 
instantly into a jog and then a run as I hurried to cover 
ground. Against the mill of background conversation in 
Russian from the theatre-goers spilled out onto the street, 
Mia's shout was unmistakable. Her scream of protest hit me 
in the gut, forcing me on and boiling anger in my veins. 


I rounded the head of the street just as the lout pulled Mia 
close, pressing his mouth to hers, and I saw red. Enraged, I 
stalked across the space, grabbing hold of him by the back 
of his collar and bodily tugged him back. 


He was lucky I hadn't had the foresight to grab a weapon, 
even luckier that there was no discarded plank of wood or 
piece of metal lying on the street, because I would have 
gladly stoved his head in. 


He made a startled grunt as I spun him around to face me, 
and I ripped my own throat raw with the feral growl that 
surged out of me. Maybe I spent my day to day in a suit 
brokering deals and acting as a figurehead, but right now 
that meant nothing. I would tear him limb from limb for this 
without a thought for the consequences. 


The only man who was ever going to touch Mia was me. 


Even through the blur of his eyes he seemed to understand 
that I was someone to be feared. 


I'd have thrown him to the ground, but that wasn't going to 
be good enough. I wanted him to see the anger in my eyes 
and to know the mistake he'd made. No one apart from me 
got to kiss her, especially not after she'd told them no, and 
he was not going to get away with it. 


Mia 
All of a sudden my attacker was ripped away from me. 


Shaking, I staggered backwards, spitting furiously at the 
ground to get rid of the taste of his swollen, beery tongue 
as a sudden, wonderful surge of adrenaline gave me the 
strength to move. Without another glance in his direction, I 
fled half a dozen paces before I even looked back. 


Only when I realized he wasn't following did I turn to see 
what had happened. Valentin had my attacker by the throat 
in a stranglehold, squeezing tight enough to make the man 
splutter and his face turn purple. The puddle of golden light 
from the streetlight illuminated the fury on his features, 
wrapping around him like some kind of halo. But even I 
knew he was no angel. 


Dressed all in black, he was too demonic to be a saintly 
avenger; there was no mistaking the fact that he planned to 
do this man some harm. And despite myself, I wanted him 
too. 


"You do not touch her. She is not yours." Those words sent a 
thrill through me with all that they implied, and I sagged 
against the wall of the theater, exhausted and relieved. He 
wanted me for himself, and the lightning bolt his voice sent 
straight to my clit told me I wanted the same. 


"Valentin!" 


Where had he even come from? I didn't care, just as long as 
he was keeping that guy well away from me. But all the 
same, I winced as the guy's eyes bulged in his head. 
"Valentin, stop!" 


He turned towards me, barely in control of his animal snarl. 
"Are you okay?" 


I nodded, dumbstruck by the power of his reaction. No one 
in all my life had ever been so aggressively defensive of me. 
I'd thought he was attractive before, but now, with all his 
muscles rippling, watching him throw this scumbag around 
like the piece of trash that he was, I'd never felt more 
protected, more claimed, in my entire life. I shouldn't have 
wanted this kind of aggression, this kind of machismo, but 
he was the only thing that could have calmed my fluttering 


pulse, and he was the only reason my nipples were tense 
and tingling. 


“Nobody touches her. Except for me." He slammed the man 
down, but he didn't let him drop. His feet must have barely 
touched the ground before Valentin had him skewered up 
against the wall and his fists turned to a whirling blur of 
chain punches, each one finding a solid home. 


I flinched, closing my eyes at the unmistakable crunch of 
flesh and bone, knowing that I didn't want to see the 
outcome of this. 


The drunk whimpered, protesting and trying to cover his 
face, but Valentin wasn't done yet. 


His words echoed in my head and I stayed stock still, my 
back pressed against the cold stone of the side of the 
theatre. Valentin wanted me. He wanted to be the only one 
to have me, and a sudden strong shudder of desire went 
through me at the thought of that. He really would be the 
only one because aside from that mess of lips on lips, I'd 
never been kissed. I'd never wanted to waste my time, but 
Valentin was so, so different. He could be the only one who 
ever touched me for as long as I lived, and I'd be fine with 
that. I'd welcome it. 


I forced myself to open my eyes again to the sight of blood 
flying and I realized Valentin wasn't going to stop, unless I 
stopped him. 


That was the only thing that made me step forwards and 
grab his arm. He looked entirely startled as he met my eyes, 
confused at what I was asking of him, as though something 
deeply primal had taken over. Whatever animal instinct he 
had driving him, to protect, defend, eviscerate, was echoed 
in my shuddering want to let him do his worst. 


But that wasn't me. And deep down, I knew it. As scared as 
I was, I didn't want a piece of this man's flesh in 
recompense. The both of us would regret it if I let him carry 
on." That's enough. I'm safe." 


His nostrils flared and his fist tightened again and for a 
moment he strained against my restraining hand, but then 
he nodded. Shoving the drunk to the ground, he leveled a 
sharp kick to his ribs that earned him a deeply satisfying 
groan, and I had to bite down on the urge to laugh. 


No one had ever defended me like this. I didn't even think 
men like Valentin still existed, but here he was, ready to 
fight for me at the drop of a hat. Ready to do what had to be 
done. 


I threaded myself in against his side, looping my slender 
arm around his muscled bicep. His knuckles were bruised 
and bloody and I winced in empathy as I smoothed my 
thumb over them where they were already swelling. 


"You saved me." 


Valentin looked me over, his cool blue eyes roving over my 
face and he gave a nod so stunted that I barely saw it. "I 
always will. You're too perfect to put in harm's way." 


I let out a laugh that was full of relief rather than 
amusement and he squeezed my hand tightly. "You are 
shaking." 


"I'm fine. You could have - you could have killed him." 
"He shouldn't have touched you." 


I bit my lip, feeling my heart pound hard enough to make 
my ears roar. I felt so perfectly protected in his arms. 
“Because only you should touch me?" 


He gave an irritated sounding growl, and I thought he was 
going to duck out of answering me until he looked me full in 
the face. "Yes. That is exactly right. I have wanted you to be 
mine since the first time I saw you. I cannot get you out of 
my head. Seeing you in the morning is the best part of my 
day and I cannot sleep until I see that you are home safe." 


I drew in a breath, stunned by his revelation and totally 
thrilled by it. This man who I thought I didn't have the 
experience to impress had wanted me all along. 


"Really?" 


"Of course. You think that I beat men up on the street every 
day of my life? I am a respected businessman." 


I felt myself flush and I laughed, looking down at my feet 
again, and then back up to meet his eyes, smiling more than 
I knew what to do with. The man I'd seen topless and 
sweaty every morning since I'd arrived could have been 
anything from a street thug to a professional athlete in his 
own right. I'd half thought he was another bodyguard to the 
mysterious Mr. Rozhkov upstairs, so it was nice to have 
some confirmation that he wasn't. 


It shouldn't have mattered, but I wanted him to be someone 
I could tell my Mom about. Someone she wouldn't tsk over 
and tell me I should avoid. I should have known he was the 
kind of guy who'd swoop in to save me. Everything about 
his manner suggested he'd always do the right thing, and I 
should have trusted my gut. 


Now I regretted telling him that I had no time for him more 
than anything. Even after that snub, he'd still been there 
for me. I really didn't want to think about what would have 
happened if he'd not been looking out for me, the way he 
must have been doing. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


M: 


Somehow we'd made it back to the apartment building, and 
Valentin held the door to the lobby open for me like a 
perfect gentleman. The memory of all the blood on the 
pavement was starting to fade away already. 


I didn't know what to say, but it didn't feel like I had to say 
anything at all as he led me over to the elevator. 


"It's late," I started softly, not knowing what else to say. 
He nodded. "It is." 


I pressed my lips together, looking down again as the doors 
closed, boxing us into the small space and I watched 
Valentin press the buttons for my floor, and then for his. I 
knew exactly what I wanted, and it was him, so why was I 
being coy? 


"Valentin-" 


"Mia-?" 


Our voices overlapped, coming out on top of each other and 
then stalling back to silence at the same time. "Your 
knuckles need attention," I whispered, feeling so foolish 
that the virgin in me felt like I'd just suggested something 
scandalous instead of first aid. 


"I am fine." 
I rolled my eyes. "You're infuriating." 


"As are you." Despite the gravel roughness to his voice, his 
eyes were far from challenging. The only thing I saw in 
them was lust, and I felt like it was just an echo of my own. 
He stepped closer and my pussy clenched in anticipation of 
what exactly that look meant he wanted to do to me. 


I didn't want to push him away any longer. 


The outline of his cock was unmistakable through his pants 
and I felt a shiver of anticipation ride right through me 
when my eyes swept over it. To my knowledge I'd never 
made a man hard like that before, I should have looked 
away, but it was too late for that. The steely baton he had 
smuggled down there was going to be mine one day, just as 
soon as I figured out whether I was woman enough to take 
it. 

His thumb swept across the spill of my lower lip, drawing in 
close to me as though he knew exactly what I was thinking 
and my entire body froze. I couldn't tear my eyes away from 
his, not that I wanted to for one single second. 


I breathed when he breathed, and I wouldn't have had it 
any other way. My nipples were hard enough they were 
making a go of drilling right through the layers of my 
sweater to get to him. Even the fabric of our clothes was too 
much barrier between us. I wanted to feel the heat of his 
body against my skin. 


And that was mad. That was crazy. I couldn't keep my place 
in the ballet and give him everything I wanted to as well. 
But there had to be a way. If there was one, I'd find it. 


Suddenly Valentin was in my space and I drew up against 
the mirrored wall of the elevator, breathing heavy and hot 
as I tried to calm myself down, but I already knew it was 
impossible. 


His mouth skirted millimeters from my skin, tracing over 
the form of me like he was set on breathing me in, and my 
body ached for more of his touch. "If he'd touched you..." 


"He didn't. He didn't touch me." 


Valentin's hand caught my wrist and I felt the anger in him 
rise as his fist tightened around my bones. "He had no right. 
You're mine." 


I let out a groan, leaning in against him, closing the 
distance between our lips where he had been holding back. 
It didn't matter that we hadn't talked about this, that 
Valentin was acting like he had every right to possess me. I 
shouldn't have wanted that, but deep down it was the only 
thing I wanted. 


His tongue thrust deep into my mouth and my lips parted, 
so ready, so eager for him to take every part of me. I 
moaned when he thrust his tongue in imitation of what I 
wanted other parts of him to do to me, tangling my tongue 
with his. Sensation thrilled across my skin, thundering right 
through me. 


This was fireworks and explosions and the kind of passion 
that you never, ever saw on stage, but it was so much better 
than any sanitized fairytale. So much better than staying 
good and chaste and focused on my career. I'd never felt 


this way before and I barely knew what to do with my 
body's urges, but I wanted him to teach me. 


"Oh God, Valentin. I need you so badly." 


His kisses turned frantic and hot, spilling from my mouth all 
the way along my jaw and down my throat until I was 
arching under him and groaning. He lit my body on fire, 
making me feel things I'd never felt before and I didn't 
know what to do with the increasing need for him building 
between my thighs. I wanted to spread them for him; 
somehow, I needed him inside me, even though I'd never 
had sex with anyone before. 


"I need you too, my little dancer. I need you so much." 


I whimpered pleadingly when his mouth closed over mine 
with plundering force. My knees threatened to give out 
from under me, but his hands were on my waist, holding me 
up with all the strength of any dance partner I'd ever had. 
His hands were warm, solid and firm and I longed to melt 
into them and let him do his worst. 


There was no point in trying to make excuses for why this 
shouldn't happen when every atom in me told me it was 
right. Valentin was meant to be mine as much as I was 
meant to be his, and this wasn't something I wanted to 
fight. He made me breathless, and in this kiss was the 
essence of every romantic duet that I'd ever seen and ever 
danced. It wasn't just fireworks, it was passion beyond 
anything I'd ever known. 


His lips parted mine and I let him slide his tongue into my 
mouth, hungry for more as my body told me just how much 
I needed him. My clit tingled as he pressed his legs between 
my thighs and I fought the urge to grind against him 
wantonly until he nudged his leg up again and did it for me. 
His cock was hot and impossibly hard, even through the 


fabric of his pants and I had no idea what I was going to do 
when he let me get my hands on it. 


I'd never even seen a man naked before, let alone touched 
a real, vibrant, throbbing cock, but I was practically 
salivating at the thought of getting Valentin naked. I wanted 
us skin to skin, and after that what came next had to be 
sheer biology because my body was already in the driver's 
seat, giving into instincts that I'd never even dared imagine. 


My touch was all the go-ahead he needed. Valentin 
galvanized, a surging, molten mass of heat beneath my 
hands as he forced his body hard against mine. I would 
have worried for the glass, except that the only thing I 
cared about was wrapping my legs around his hips so that 
he could press the steely length of his thick, hot cock hard 
against me. I wanted him buried deep inside me, impaling 
me on him until I screamed out his name. That was the only 
thing that mattered, and I had no idea when I'd turned into 
such a little slut for him. 


The sound of the elevator doors opening startled me 
enough to gasp, and I stumbled away from him as Valentin 
let me go. His face fell slack in surprise at the sight of Maria 
arm in arm with a guy who must have been her boyfriend. 
The pair of them were cooing over one another in low toned 
Russian. 


Maria looked from me to Valentin and she laughed. "Aren't 
you full of surprises, Mia? Playing the innocent all this 
time..." 


I tried to look away, to act as though I didn't care what 
either of them thought of me, but I was all too aware of 
Maria's eyes on me and how easy it was to figure out 
exactly what we'd been up to. My entire face burnt with 
heat when the man looked us over and let out an 
unmistakable bark. 


"Valentin, you are a dog." 
"Yuri. Aren't you supposed to be at work?" 


The man shrugged. "The old man gave me the night off. He 
rewards loyalty. Maybe you've forgotten that." 


"You are drunk." 
He rolled his eyes. 
"So what? Go back to your little teenage whore, Valentin." 


Valentin's fist slammed hard against the side of the elevator, 
and Yuri flinched back. Before I knew what had happened, 
Maria reached out to grab my arm, and I stumbled forward, 
a little dazed, watching as she hit the door closed button. 
Valentin let out a warning growl, surging after me, but I 
was through the doors just a second before they closed. 


"Hey-!" I would have protested further, but Yuri was 
laughing and Maria was looking at me like I'd done 
something unforgivable. 


"What are you doing?" she hissed, then darted a glare at 
Yuri. "You, go home. I have had enough of you tonight. He is 
right, you are drunk." 


With a dismissive wave of her hand in her boyfriend's 
direction, Maria tugged me towards the apartment with her 
bony fingers digging tight into my upper arm. 


"Mia, seriously, what are you doing?" 
I felt my face flush even darker. "Valentin and I..." 


"Mr. Rozhkov is in some very serious business, Mia. I think 
it is not a good idea to get involved." 


My heart jumped into my mouth and my stomach turned 
over like I'd just been dropped a few floors in the elevator. 


"Mr. Rozhkov?" I echoed dumbly. What did she mean? 
Valentin wasn't Mr. Rozhkov, he couldn't be! He was just the 
man I knew from the studio in the mornings. The only 
person in this city aside from Eva who felt like he could 
really be my friend. No way was he some kind of Bratva 
prince. 


But looking at Maria, I felt the pieces finally slot into order. 


"Yes, Mr. Rozhkov! Who else would he be?" She looked at 
me with a virtual sneer, and she shook her head, eyes 
narrowed. "You Americans play dangerous games. I don't 
believe that you are so stupid, and I am definitely not. Don't 
try to pull the wool over my eyes." 


"No. I didn't- I didn't know." 


"Well, now you do. You think that is the kind of man to get 
involved with? I know everything about him from Yuri. He 
would stab his own mother in the back to get what he 
wanted. Believe me." 


I pressed my lips together, still feeling the tingle of his kiss 
and how right his lips had felt against mine. Whatever 
Maria thought, Valentin wasn't bad news. He couldn't have 
been. Maria was the one who was deluded here. Valentin 
had saved me from being attacked. Did it really matter 
what he could have done to the man? Or was I just being 
hopelessly naive to think that he had it coming? Maybe a 
normal kind of guy wouldn't have pulverized that man, but 
he could have done so much worse and I wasn't about to 
condemn Valentin for stepping in when I'd been so grateful 
for it. 


My frown pulled in as Maria frog marched me back to the 
apartment, trying to process it all, but I didn't fight her. I 
wasn't looking to race up the stairs to get to Valentin all 
over again. One way or the other, her interruption was a 


bucket of cold water, startling me into thinking about what I 
was actually doing. 


"I think that you should avoid him and focus on your 
dancing. You will never get ahead in the company if you are 
constantly distracted." Maria closed the apartment door 
firmly behind us and led me through to the living room, 
pressing me down onto our communal couch. "Believe me, I 
am trying to help you Mia. You are so young and so pretty, 
of course you are going to attract all of these men who are 
looking to distract you. But they do not know what we both 
know?" 


I blinked slowly, struggling to catch up with her flow of 
logic. "What's that?" 


"That ballet is your only true love." She handed me a small 
glass of something deep red and smelling of plums, and 
finished pouring her own from the slim bottle. "I know, my 
darling. It is the same for me." 


I felt myself nod slowly before I was even aware I was doing 
it. 


Out in the hall, I heard a clear knock on the front door, and 
Maria's perfectly shaped eyebrows hitched up so sharply 
that I didn't dare to turn towards the sound. She was right. 
Of course she was right. Ballet had been my obsession for 
as long as I could remember. Nothing could compare to the 
thrill of being on stage performing. 


"Men. They think that they can walk in and take whatever it 
is that they want. You have so much more of value in your 
life than Valentin Rozhkov. We should drink to that, my 
pretty protege. Soon, if you work hard enough, you might 
even have your first solo, and why would you throw that 
away on someone like him?" 


I smiled thinly, ignoring the disappointment welling in my 
chest as the knocking stopped and I heard the faintest hint 
of his footsteps walking away. If Valentin was who she said 
he was, I couldn't afford to get mixed up with a man like 
him, even if he had only been a gentleman to me. The truth 
was, he couldn't ever mean as much to me as my dancing 
did; she was right about that. It was better that I came to 
terms with that now rather than cause the both of us any 
harm. 


How could he mean as much to me, when he was the man 
tangled up with the Bratva that the whole of the city had 
been whispering about, the man it was rumored was poised 
to take over everything and become the next ruthless 
emperor of crime? He sounded like some kind of villain and 
I knew from the storyline of every single ballet in existence 
that I needed to find a prince. 


The trouble was, the side that Maria was describing felt like 
fiction. Valentin was the man who met me in the studio in 
the morning when most of the rest of the building was still 
asleep, who talked to me about my dancing and made me 
crazy and now he'd kissed me and made me want him more 
than I could fully comprehend. 


The only problem with her reasoning was that ballet wasn't 
the only thing in my heart any longer. 


I said goodnight to Maria and closed my bedroom door 
behind me, collapsing heavily on the bed as I tried to work 
out the muddled conundrum. I sank against the pillows and 
a smile took over my face before I could stop it. 


My lips were still bruised and tingling from the force of his 
kiss, and all the passion he'd shown me and that was the 
only thing I could focus on. Maybe Maria should have been 
right about ballet being everything, but the trouble was, I'd 


already fallen in love with him and my heart beat for him 
just as strongly. Maybe even more so. 


CHAPTER NINE 


\ / alentin 


I jabbed at the elevator button half a second after I realized 
they were closing, but as they snapped shut in my face, it 
was too late for me to do anything other than stand there. 
In the red haze of the moment it hadn't occurred to me to 
jam my foot in the door. 


Yuri was living dangerously insulting Mia right after she'd 
been attacked, and he was only lucky that the rage he 
caused in me made my intelligence drop right down to his 
level. 


I felt like a knuckle-dragging Neanderthal denied its mate, 
and all I could do was kick out against the back wall of the 
elevator and let out a roar as it ferried me efficiently up to 
my floor. 


By the time I jogged down to the level the dancers' 
apartment was on, their front door was firmly closed and 
there was no sign of any of them. I knocked on the door, but 
nobody answered and I had to fight myself not to drum my 
fist against it and demand to be let inside. 


Mia was in there, and I wanted her more than I'd ever 
wanted anything or anyone in all my life. I could have 
broken the door down and only the dim realization that she 
could have let me in herself if she wanted to held me back. 


With all my pent up energy driving me, I stalked the hall, 
wearing a shine into the linoleum with my pacing. 


Yuri had embarrassed Mia, no doubt, and I wanted to drag 
him out here and make him pay for that. But I knew the 
moment had passed, and I'd only make it worse for Mia if I 
made a scene. 


That was the only thing that held me back. Now, at least I 
knew there was no urgency. The way she'd kissed me told 
me everything I needed to know. Whatever she'd said 
before, she was as desperate for me as I was for her and it 
was inevitable now that we would be together. I would 
make sure of it. 


But I was going to do it right, rather than barging in there 
like a bear with a sore paw. This was my chance to show her 
that I could be everything she wanted - that I could 
romance her the right way. So perhaps it was lucky that 
Yuri and Maria had got in the way. 


Tonight could have been seen as a passionate mistake if I'd 
had my way and then she had second thoughts afterwards. 
I wasn't going to leave that opportunity open. I would have 
had to leave her early in the morning, before we even 
usually found ourselves in the studio, because I had to 
travel north to meet with some of our outliers and I would 
be away for a few days. The meetings had been planned for 
weeks and I couldn't avoid it without losing face or seeming 
to relinquish control. Right then I hated the obligations of 
my job. I would have given up everything I'd worked for just 
for the chance at another kiss. 


Siberia was not where I wanted to be when I had the 
prospect of spending the week showing Mia around my 
bedroom, but there was nothing I could do about it. And 
sneaking out, trying not to wake her as I gathered my 
things to leave was not how I wanted our first morning 
together to be. 


With gritted teeth, I had to concede that hammering on the 
door and demanding to be let in was not the best course of 
action, no matter how much I wanted Mia back in my arms. 
In my job, I'd learnt the value of restraint, but when it came 
to claiming Mia, I was ready to throw it all out of the 
window and revert to riding on my instincts no matter how 
inappropriate they were. 


Maybe she was a fair bit younger than me, but Yuri was 
wrong to talk like that mattered. I didn't see a girl when I 
looked at her and when we talked together we got along 
better than I had with any woman closer to my own age. 
What did age matter in the face of a connection like that? 
What did anything at all matter when she was meant to be 
mine? I'd make him eat his words for insinuating there was 
anything else going on. 


But not tonight. I refused to be the brute who woke up the 
entire building just to get what I wanted. I never wanted to 
see Mia afraid of me, and that meant I had to give her time, 
and hope that Maria wasn't filling her head full of nonsense 
about the kind of man I was. The mediocre prima donna 
didn't know me, her head was full of fantasies about what 
men high up in the Bratva were like, and the life they could 
give her, and I knew she held a grudge because I had side- 
stepped her advances. 


With a resigned growl, I trudged back up the stairs to my 
apartment. As soon as I saw Mia again I was going to geta 


hold of her phone number so that we could keep in touch, 
but for now the old fashioned way was going to have to do. 


Viktor peered out of his room with an enquiring look when I 
stalked in the front door, and I gave him a short, sharp 
shake of my head. "Don't ask." 


"Of course not." 


Going straight through to the study, I sat down at my desk 
and scrawled out a note to Mia, explaining that I would be 
away on business for a few days, but that I wanted to take 
her out when I got back. That I wasn't going to take no for 
an answer and there wasn't a moment that I was away that 
I wouldn't be thinking about kissing her again. 


I jammed the note into an envelope and scrawled her name 
on the front of it. First thing in the morning, I'd slip it under 
the door of her apartment. But for now, I had other things 
to arrange. 


While I was away, I wanted to make certain that she had 
something to remind her of me, and what better way to do 
that than to make sure she was showered in flowers every 
night that she took to the stage. 


Mia 


I should have been sleeping, but there I was lying on my 
bed still fully clothed, staring up at the ceiling with a broad 
smile on my face. I couldn't stop thinking about Valentin. My 
lips were still tingling with the memory of his kiss and I 
didn't think I was ever going to get over how hot he was. 


With my determined focus on getting where I wanted to be 
in the ballet world, I hadn't had the time for boys and I 
hadn't really felt like I was missing out. But Valentin was 


different; it was like something deep inside of me knew the 
moment that I saw him that we were meant to be together. 
On a fundamental, bone-deep level, I craved him. I couldn't 
get him out of my head, and I didn't want to. 


I understood what people meant when they talked about 
being in love now, because suddenly everything here was 
rose tinted and perfect and I'd never been happier in my 
entire life. There wasn't a single reason I could think of that 
we shouldn't be together forever. 


Maybe I was getting ahead of myself, but I could picture our 
life together, living in his apartment upstairs. I'd carry on 
dancing and we'd spend every free moment together. We'd 
get married and start a family, and I would take a break 
from the stage, maybe teach dancing while our little girls 
were still young, and then I'd make an epic return and 
Valentin would be there every step of the way. 


He would dote on our children. I could already tell that 
about him, and the protective side of him that came out so 
easily around me would grow to encompass them as well. I 
giggled at the thought of him looming over future 
boyfriends, declaring that no one was ever going to be good 
enough for his baby. I didn't care that I was letting my 
imagination get away from me and thinking way too far into 
the future. It felt good to think about what our family would 
look like, and the idea of always having him by my side sent 
a tingle through me that I didn't know how to describe. 


All my life, I'd thought that ballet was the only thing I cared 
about, but who was I kidding, I'd been in love with the 
romance of it right from the start, and coming to Russia all 
on my own made me realize just how much I craved being 
part of a family and having one of my own. 


And my smile started to dwindle. What were my parents 
going to say? How could I possibly begin to explain to my 


mother that I'd met the man of my dreams, and he was so 
much older than me? And also some kind of mafia kingpin. 
She was going to totally freak about that, never mind the 
fact that if we really did settle down, her grand babies were 
going to be in a whole other country. 


With disturbing coincidence, my cell phone started ringing 
and when I glanced at the screen and saw my mom's 
number, I went cold all over. How was I going to tell them 
that I was going to make a life out here with Valentin 
instead of coming home after a few years of experience, the 
way Mom had always hoped? 


I almost turned the phone over to ignore the call, but that 
wasn't going to get me anywhere. I couldn't hide this from 
my parents. The longer I left it the worse it would look to 
them, and the last thing I wanted was for my mom to do 
something stupid like demand I come home. 


“Hey Mom," I started, picking up the phone with some 
trepidation. 


"Hey Honey. I've got you on speakerphone and your Dad's 
here too. How are you settling in? Is it freezing? Are you 
eating enough?" 


I laughed at the sudden rush of questions, feeling a well of 
affection rush over me just from hearing her voice. "Hi Dad. 
Mom - one question at a time. I'm doing fine, I told you that. 
And it's not winter anymore. It's actually kind of warm. 
When do I ever skimp on my food? I gotta keep my strength 


up." 

"That's my girl" Dad put in. "Didn't I tell you you're 
worrying too much. Mia's got a good head on her shoulders, 
and this is what she wants. Isn't that right Honey." 


"Thanks Dad." Out of nowhere, suddenly I was feeling 
homesick. I could picture the pair of them in the kitchen, 
Mom bustling about while Dad sat back with a mug of 
coffee, in his slippers, and the pair of them spoke into the 
phone like it was some kind of walkie talkie. "I wish you 
guys could be here too. Moscow's amazing. I know you'd 
love it." 


"Oh Honey, we wish we were there too. It's not the same 
without my little girl around the house. But you're still my 
little girl, wherever you are." 


I bit my lip, taking a deep breath. The sooner I came out 
with this the better. "Actually, Mom, I'm not." 


“What are you talking about, Mia? Of course you're my little 
girl." 


"Mom, listen. I'm trying to tell you something." 


"I'm listening, I'm listening. You're not saying anything 
sweetheart." 


"Okay - just. I love you guys, and nothing's ever going to 
change that. But I - I'm grown up now. And, the truth is, I 
met someone." 


"Hnh." Sometimes Mom's silence felt a hell of a lot worse 
than when she was talking a mile a minute. I could picture 
dust bunnies rolling across the kitchen floor, except that 
was a total fabrication because there wasn't a single dust 
bunny that would survive the cleaning routine my Mom did 
religiously, and the kitchen floor was so clean you could eat 
off it. 


My Dad cleared his throat. "Someone. Like a boy?" 


Oh God, this wasn't going well. I swallowed hard. " Yeah, like 
a boy. Except, he's... a bit older than a boy. His name's 


Valentin, and I - I really, really like him." 
“How much older?" 


"Dad, don't freak out! He's a total gentleman. He rescued 
me from this drunk guy on the way back home and-" 


"What drunk guy? Mia, I really think you need to be more 
careful. I don't want to switch the news on and have them 
talking about finding you behind the dumpsters of that 
theatre of yours." 


"Dad, that's ridiculous. I'm not doing anything dangerous. I 
was literally on my way home. And anyway, like I said, 
Valentin was right there and he saved me, and he's so 
protective you don't even know." 


"What's he got to be protective about? You're not his to 
protect." 


"Dad! Come on." 
"How much older?" 


I pressed my lips together, wrinkling my nose, knowing that 
there was no point in trying to wiggle out of this one when 
they were going to find out sooner or later anyway. Better 
that they had the time to get used to the idea. Sure, I hadn't 
even talked to Valentin about this going anywhere yet, but 
after that kiss, how could it not? "He's thirty-two." 


"Thirty-two! You're telling me he's old enough to be your 
father." 


"No, Dad. I'm not telling you that. I don't think he was 
running around becoming a father when he was sixteen!" 


"That's because you don't know sixteen year old boys. Scum 
the lot of them." 


"Well he doesn't have kids. And it's not like that. He - he 
makes me feel special. I really like him. I think maybe I even 
love him. When I'm with him, everything just slips into place 
and the world makes sense in a way it never usually does 
and-" 


"Okay, Mia. We get it honey. Your father just needs a bit of 
time to.... Take all this in, you know? I mean, all this time 
everything's been ballet-ballet-ballet..." 


"I know, Mom. I know, and it still is. I just - I want to be with 
him so much." 


I heard her sniff and I realized I could hear the swell of 
tears in her voice. "You really are all grown up. Oh, Mia. 
Why’d you have to go all that way away? I can't even invite 
the guy over for dinner. Does he speak English? Tell me he 
speaks English." 


I laughed, feeling tears of my own begin to trickle down my 
cheeks and I swiped them away. "Yes. He does. He went to 
college in England, and I would love if he could come to 
dinner to. But I never would have met him if I hadn't come 
here. It's got to be fate, don't you think?" 


"Oh my God, how am I gonna argue with that? Listen to 
you, you're making me cry. It's just like one of your shows." 


"Ballets, Mom. Ballets." 


"That's what I said, one of your shows." 


CHAPTER TEN 


\ / alentin 


The situation with Timoshenko already had me in a foul 
mood, but a broken night's sleep filled with nothing but 
tortured thoughts of Mia and exactly what I could have 
been doing with her, followed by a start so early it could 
have been classed as a late night just added to the mix. 


Last night I was all set to take her up to my apartment and 
let what was mounting in the elevator between us play out. 
Riled up by the rush of what that drunken idiot could have 
done, I wanted to take her, to make her mine so that there 
was never any question. She was as desperate for me as I 
was for her but I could have killed Yuri for his insinuations, 
just because of the way they made her flush and pull away 
and refuse to look me in the eye. 


I should have stopped Maria from pulling Mia out of my 
grasp. No one should have been able to make her question 
what was between us, but I knew why Mia let herself be 
pulled away. She is young and innocent, and Maria was 


looking at her like she hadn't expected behavior like that 
from her. 


The woman was a snake - and she'd tried it with me before 
she lured Yuri in. She knew exactly who I was even before 
Yuri, one of Timoshenko's worthless lackies confirmed it for 
her. I imagined that with him she thought she might get the 
same kind of status she craved, but I knew better than she 
did that all Bratva men were far from equal. 


I would have stormed down to their apartment and gone to 
take Mia back, but what would have been the point of that 
when I could see she was already embarrassed and maybe 
regretting being so forward and so eager? Better to bide 
my time, to see her again when we'd both had a chance to 
reflect. Even though that was the last thing I truly wanted, 
because that would be days away now. 


This meetings in Siberia were the last thing I wanted, and it 
turned out the bossman himself had cancelled at the last 
minute, leaving me to deal with our outliers alone, seeing as 
I only found that out when I switched my phone out of 
airplane mode when I stepped off my flight and the 
message came through. 


Viktor looked at me with a raised brow as I growled at the 
screen and shoved it back into my jacket pocket. 


We'd arrived at the typical barren outlook of the land that 
was so inhospitable for so much of the year. Out here, 
people lived remotely in secure compounds guarded by 
dogs to keep away the chancers who thought that they 
could take everything from you as long as they had more 
firepower. When there wasn't snow and ice, there was 
infertile, gritty terrain with only the smallest, most hardy 
plants surviving in the tundra beneath the stark blue of the 


Sky. 


"Timoshenko sends his apologies." I was beginning to feel 
like sending me all the way out here was to get me out of 
Moscow. But there was nothing I could do about that now. I 
had to focus on the job. The only person who really 
mattered back in the city was Mia, and there was no way 
anybody could have known about the start of the 
relationship we were fostering when I hadn't even taken 
her out yet. 


Viktor nodded. "How many contacts are we set to visit?" 


Focus was what I needed to pull me through and I was 
grateful that Viktor was here to keep me on point. "Two 
today, and another further out tomorrow. There's a lot of 
distance to cover. Just be glad it's not winter." 


Viktor's thin smile quirked at the corner of his mouth. "You 
don't like the snow?" 


"Not in Siberia. It really doesn't mix with my Italian leather 
shoes." I let out a bark of a laugh, shaking my head. Out 
here, the snow was deadly and deep and silent, and a man 
could be made to disappear into the permafrost far too 
easily. At least with the majority of it melted, it was simply 
an inhospitable, partially tamed territory. 


Security was what we did best here, even if it had started 
out back in the day as nothing more than a protection 
racket. Over the years, the needs for our services had taken 
on a more legitimate edge. I was visiting some of our larger 
clients who dealt in more dubious trades that were best 
kept well away from the eyes of either the cities, or the 
police in them. 


Even if Timoshenko had planned this all along as an excuse 
to get me out of the city, I had to hope that I still had people 
I trusted in place when I returned to Moscow in a few days' 


time. And that the driver that was waiting for us wasn't 
tasked with more than taking us to where we needed to go. 


After most of the the day in the back of a Jeep, I'd become 
even more short tempered, rattling off emails and 
connecting calls just for the pleasure of shouting at 
whoever was on the other end. Mid morning we'd pulled up 
to a compound surrounded by sturdy chain link fences, with 
guard dogs prowling the perimeters and security cameras 
that tracked our entrance, and the first of our meetings 
began. 


These men were militia, and the most hospitality they 
offered was a bottle of vodka along with pickled herring, 
black bread and cheese when I could have done with a 
steak. But I wasn't about to snub what was on offer. 
Especially not when there were at least three Kalashnikovs 
to each of the handguns Viktor and I were carrying. 


But after a round of shots to break the ice, our hosts 
couldn't do enough to sing the praises of the Bratva and 
what we'd done for them and while they eyed me with a 
little more suspicion, a few of the men took to comparing 
tattoos with Viktor, and after that it took hardly any time at 
all to get the new deal done and the relationship firmed up. 


We stayed longer that I would have ideally liked, but it was 
the right amount of time to make sure our associates 
remained happy and then it was back in the car for another 
long drive. 


Our next hosts showed us to a suit of rooms that looked, to 
my eye, more like an army barracks than any guest 
accommodation I had stayed in, but Viktor didn't seem 
perturbed as he sat down at the low coffee table and kicked 
back in one of the armchairs next to it. 


"The windows are very well fitted," he commented, and I 
gave him a long look. 


"Yes, I suppose they are." 


"It is a good thing. Out here you do not want single glazing 
in badly fitted frames." 


"That's true." The man's ability to see the best in a place as 
much at the edge of the civilized world as this might have 
impressed me any other day. 


"I can smell cabbage soup. Do you like cabbage soup?" 


I felt my jaw clench and I looked towards the door to the 
corridor, taking in the cooking smells. The man was right. 
There was no mistaking that aroma. 


"I do, actually. My mother used to make it for us." 
"Mine too." 


Clearing his throat, Viktor set the plans for the St 
Petersburg security office down on the coffee table with 
more patience than a man of his brawn should have 
possessed. I could tell he was managing me, but I found I 
didn't mind that. Today I needed managing. 


"What is this?" 


Today I didn't want to do any of it. I wanted to be back in 
Moscow. To be able to go to the theatre and watch Mia in all 
of her rehearsals just for the pleasure of seeing her bend 
and flex and sweat. 


"You need to sign the new lease." 


I snorted and snatched up the paperwork, taking my pen 
out of my jacket pocket. "Why are you bothering me with 
this today?" 


"I think that you need distraction from... all of this." 


I growled. "I think it is not your place to tell me what I need. 
You are new here, Viktor, you will learn." 


He let out a slow breath, and his head tilted to one side as 
though he was weighing up what I'd just said. "Perhaps. But 
we are in Siberia, and Timoshenko is in Moscow, quite 
comfortable, while he makes life difficult for you on a whim. 
I do know something of turning your back on your past." 


My eyes narrowed dangerously. "That is not what I am 
doing. You betrayed the people of your city, justifiably, after 
they betrayed you. This takeover, it is not the same thing at 
all." 


"I thought that Timoshenko had mentored you, brought you 
on." 


"He did. And now it is time for him to step away and allow 
me to succeed him, just as he always planned." 


I scratched a solid signature into the lease document and 
flipped through the pages to make sure there was nowhere 
else to sign before sliding it back across the table to the 
man. 


"He didn't seem to be aware of that plan." 


"I didn't seem to be aware that you have been promoted to 
my advisor." My smile was broad, and my tone was light, but 
anybody who knew me long enough found out that humor 
was never a good thing coming from me. 


Viktor shook his head. "I'm not telling you to listen to me. 
You don't need that. But you should know that you have 
whatever you do need from me, Valentin. And not just from 
me, from everyone I have spoken to. We all know that your 
way is the way of the future." 


I nodded shortly, tapping the end of my pen against my 
knee. "Thank you, Viktor. I appreciate that. I apologize that 
I have no patience today." 


The whole evening was set to be a snare of complex 
negotiations that Timoshenko had avoided for half a decade 
and I didn't have the patience for. But I had to be the one in 
charge. Roman couldn't make the final tax decisions 
anymore than Maxim could decide for himself who needed 
to be disposed of, or Ivan could decide to expand across 
more New York boroughs. There had to be a man at the 
helm, and that man had been me for a long time, no matter 
what delusions Timoshenko was laboring under. 


"I will place some security on the girl," Viktor put in as he 
put the paperwork back in order and filed it away. "Perhaps 
that will set your mind at ease." 


"What? What girl?" It startled me that he had noticed that I 
had taken an interest in anyone, let alone that he knew who 
Mia was, and I realized right then and there that if he knew 
then Timoshenko most certainly knew as well. 


Viktor paused. "The dancer. On the floor below. The 
American." 


I gritted my teeth. "Very good Viktor. But tell them to keep a 
distance. I don't want her to know." 


He nodded. "Of course not. I understand. She is like my 
wife. She would not appreciate being used as a chess 
piece." 


"She is not a chess piece." 
“But perhaps Timoshenko will try to make her one." 


My jaw clenched and I tightened my fists. Already Viktor 
was making it easier for me to envision myself killing the 


man who I'd come to believe had to be my father. No one, 
not even him, would get away with putting Mia in danger. 


“You must make sure that cannot happen." 
"Of course, Mr. Rozhkov. You have my word." 


I nodded, looking up from the table to catch his eye. "Thank 
you Viktor. You are a good man. I do appreciate it." 


Mia 


Every day since the start of the week, a dozen roses with 
my name on the card turned up in the dressing room after 
the show. 


The only person I would have wanted sending me flowers 
was Valentin, but that didn't seem remotely likely given that 
I hadn't so much as seen him since the night he'd rescued 
me from whatever that drunk guy had wanted to do. 


I couldn't understand why he hadn't shown up at the studio 
like he usually did in the morning. Had he regretted kissing 
me so badly, or was he insulted that I'd let my roommate 
pull me away from him like he was dangerous? I felt so 
foolish for telling my parents all about him when barely 
anything had happened between us. I didn't even have a 
way of contacting him, and no one answered when I went to 
knock on his apartment door. 


I hated to think it, but maybe Maria had done me a favor by 
pulling me practically out of his arms instead of letting me 
find out where all those kisses were going to lead. I'd feel so 
much worse if I'd given him my virginity and then he'd 
vanished on me like this. 


Yuri calling me a teenage whore had felt so unjustified 
when Valentin was the only man I'd ever wanted to kiss. 


And now it seemed so desperately unfair that Valentin was 
avoiding me. Especially when I had no way of getting in 
touch with him again. What had I done wrong? Was it 
something I'd said, or didn't say? 


I couldn't even enjoy the flowers, because I was too busy 
wishing they were from him and knowing that they couldn't 
have been. If they were from him, there would be a 
message too, I was sure of it. But there was absolutely 
nothing other than my name on the card every time. 


The other dancers, who'd been pleased for me the first 
night, full of chatter about who my admirer could be, 
started to look irritated by the continued appearance of 
bouquets. It was like they thought I'd sent them myself, or 
that I was trying to say that I was better than them. 


But it wasn't that at all. And I really wished I knew who was 
doing it. 


After Sunday's show, Eva sat down on the dressing table in 
front of me while I took off my stage makeup and let my 
hair out of the tight bun. "I spoke to the ushers. You know 
who has come every night this week?" 


"Who?" 
"The theatre's biggest patron." 


I frowned at her. "What? Don't be silly. Why would he notice 
me?" 


It wasn't the job of a dancer like me to stand out, not unless 
I had a solo of my own. I was there precisely to blend in and 
create harmony with the other girls and the music, with all 
of our moves in time, our arms to the same height, our legs 
at the same angle. 


Only a real expert would have been able to even tell me 
apart from any of the other girls dressed identically to me 
up on the stage. 


"I don't know. Perhaps because you are American. Perhaps 
he wants you to feel welcome." 


I pressed my lips together. "You think?" 


She shrugged. "I think that he hasn't come to use the box 
that he pays for every night in nearly a year, and suddenly 
he is there, on his own, night after night." 


I flushed, uncertain how to take the fact that I'd attracted 
the attention of someone who was clearly very well off. 


"What's he like?" 


Eva's coy smile told me all I needed to know even before 
she said a word. "I've never met him, but he's very 
influential. Rich, of course. Some people say that he is... 
more than just a businessman." 


"More than just a businessman? What do you mean?" 


She shrugged her slim shoulders. "In Russia there have 
always been men who... will get you what you want, or what 
you need, even if the government doesn't want you to have 
it." 


"You mean he's involved in the underworld?" 


She barked a laugh. "It is not so much of an underworld in 
Moscow. Everyone knows how these things work in Russia 
and it's not always the people who are officially in control 
who hold the puppet strings, you know? But, yes, I think 
that is what I mean." 


I bit my lip, suddenly not at all sure about this wealthy, 
powerful guy who clearly thought he could buy whatever he 


wanted from me, in flowers or money or favors. 
“What does he want with me?" 


Eva shrugged. "He is one of these men who likes a pretty 
girl on his arm, so I hear. And you are a very pretty girl." 


I flushed, realizing all of a sudden that there was no way he 
was just sending flowers if that was the case. "You think he 
wants to meet me?" 


Eva's nose wrinkled and she nodded." But you don't have to 
do anything that you don't want to. Paying money to the 
theater gives him no other rights than to his private box." 


I swallowed, feeling the weight of what she wasn't quite 
telling me sink in. Suddenly the flowers made my skin itch. 
"He's outside? I think I'm going to go out the back..." 


Eva smiled. "I think that is a very good idea. Yakov 
Timoshenko makes too many silly girls do things that they 
come to regret." 


That didn't sound like the kind of man I wanted at all. The 
kind of man I wanted was the kind of man who showed up 
at five in the morning to carve out some headspace for 
himself before his day started. The kind of man who joked 
with me, and scared off drunks in alleyways, and kissed me 
like I was the only one in the world he wanted. I wanted the 
man who was probably, deep down, scarier then this 
businessman that Eva had described. Because at least I felt 
like I knew him and he'd never made me feel like he wanted 
to treat me like some kind of pretty doll, or toy. 


I wanted Valentin. But I guess I was going to have to accept 
that he didn't want me. 


CHAPTER: ELEVEN 


M: 


When I walked through the door it was nearly midnight, 
and all I wanted to do was collapse into bed, and just like 
every other night this week, try not to think about what I 
possibly could have done to make Valentin decide that I 
wasn't worth his time after all. 


But as soon as I stepped inside I could tell that that was not 
going to happen when a crescendo of raised voices 
practically hit me in the face. Eva caught my arm just a 
moment before I stepped towards the kitchen, pulling me 
back with a finger to her lips. 


"Maria's ex boyfriend, Yuri. Don't go in there. He is drunk." 
She kept her voice low, and a second later, I understood 
exactly why. 


"Ex boyfriend now? I thought they were-" 


Another shout came from behind the closed door, and a 
barrage of Russian in both high and low pitch. Yuri and 
Maria, no doubt. Then there was an almighty crash that 


sounded like all of the plates being broken at once, and 
another tirade too fast and emotional for me to follow. 


Eva shrugged. "I think he is an Ex now, yes." 


I widened my eyes at her as another slew of broken 
crockery and screaming carried through to the hall. "Oh 
great. How long have they been at it?" 


"I have no idea. She wasn't dancing tonight." 


I groaned. "This is ridiculous. I want to go to bed! How long 
is this going on for?" 


Eva shrugged. "She won't tell him to leave. He can get 
nasty." 


"This is crazy, Eva. We've got to be at work again in eight 
hours and I haven't even eaten yet!" I shook my head, 
blowing out a breath and running my fingers through my 
hair. "You know what, never mind." 


Weary enough, the last thing I wanted was to get into an 
argument with anybody, least of all Eva. After all, none of 
this was her fault. 


"Where are you going?" 
"To get something to eat where I can hear myself think." 


I pushed the front door open again and headed out into the 
darkened hall, trudging downstairs, one slow step at a time. 
I could still hear them screaming, but the sound was getting 
softer the further down I went, which was something. I 
couldn't believe I'd been so wrapped up in my own thoughts 
that I hadn't noticed it on the way up. 


I was down to the second floor, when I saw Valentin coming 
up the stairs from the ground floor and the urge to freeze 
took over. If I could have magicked myself anywhere else I 


would have, because the last thing I wanted was to look him 
in the eye and ask him why he'd been ignoring me. 


Dressed in a suit, he looked far more suave than he did in 
the mornings dressed in gym gear and ready for a brawl, 
and despite myself I really liked that look on him. There was 
still that sense of ruggedness in the way his shirt collar was 
pulled open, like he'd lost patience with his tie over the 
course of the day, his hair was mussed up and he was a 
good few hours past needing a shave. There was no denying 
how handsome he was, but I did wish my body didn't 
respond quite so instantly. 


He looked like he'd been working too hard. Like he had the 
weight of the whole world on his shoulders, and despite 
myself, I wanted to ease his burden. 


I shouldn't have said anything; I should have turned around 
and jogged back up to the apartment before he even saw 
me, but I didn't want to give him the satisfaction of hiding 
from him. If I was nothing to him, then I could pretend that 
he was nothing to me. That the way we'd kissed in the 
elevator wasn't even worth mentioning. 


"Hey. You're back late." 


When he looked up, I wasn't sure he recognized me for a 
minute, and I remembered I still had my hair pulled back 
into a tortured bun from the performance. But then he 
looked me over, and his smile surfaced like I'd taken all the 
tensions of the day away from him. 


"Mia. It's good to see you." 


Despite everything I'd told myself, I felt my body tighten in 
response to his eyes roving over me and suddenly I was 
conscious that he might be able to smell how aroused I was 


by him through the thin layer of my dance tights. I hated 
that all it took was one look to make me want him. 


"Ts it?" 
"Of course. I have missed you." 


I frowned. He was talking like ignoring me the past few 
days hadn't even happened. "What, and you couldn't come 
to the studio in the morning, or come knock on my door?" 


Valentin frowned sharply. "I have been in Siberia. I left you 
a note with my cell number." 


My face slackened, confusion whirling in. "I never got a 
note." Did that mean Maria or Eva had kept it from me? I 
didn't like to think that they would. Probably there had just 
been a mix up. Some kind of mistake. "Siberia. Really?" It 
didn't sound like the kind of thing a guy would make up. 


“Really. I suppose that explains why you did not get in 
touch. Did you like the flowers?" 


"That was you?" I felt a sudden rush of relief. "Oh God, I 
hoped they were from you. But I thought you were ignoring 
me, and Eva said they were probably from some big shot 
patron of the theater." 


Valentin's frown drew in again, but softer this time and I 
didn't step back when he stepped towards me. His thumb 
grazed over my cheek and I couldn't stop myself from 
looking up into his eyes. "What big shot? No. I am the only 
big shot sending you flowers. Guilty as charged." 


The man was full of surprises, and as mad with him as I had 
been, now everything was back to what I'd hoped. There 
was more relief in that than there really should have been. 
My heart was beating far too fast in anticipation of tasting 
his lips again. 


“Shouldn't you be in bed by now?" 


I felt myself flush all over and I swallowed hard to stop 
myself from saying anything stupid or overly suggestive. I 
wasn't that suave or sophisticated and I'd only get in 
trouble pretending I was. Even though I'd gladly be 
sleeping in his bed, if Maria didn't get Yuri out. 


I gnawed on my lower lip. "My roommate's having boyfriend 
trouble." 


His brow shifted higher and like a switched flipped inside 
him, suddenly I was looking at the fierce man I'd come 
across in the studio, systematically taking out his 
aggression on the punching bag. 


"What kind of trouble?" 
"I don't know. It's Yuri. He's drunk apparently." 


Valentin's eyes darkened. "Then he needs to leave. Come, I 
will sort it." 


Before I could say another word, Valentin was taking the 
stairs two at a time, charging towards my apartment like a 
man possessed and all I could do was trail behind him. 


"Valentin - wait!" 


But he was already hammering on the door with one large 
fist and there wasn't anything I could do to stop him. 


Eva looked a little stunned when she opened the door for 
him to barge past her, towards the shouting and I looked at 
her, open mouthed, without any explanation for what was 
going on at all. 


There was some commotion in the kitchen, and Maria 
stopped shouting, then there was a sickening crunch and 
the door flew open. 


Valentin had Yuri in a choke hold, just like the man who'd 
come after me a few days before, and his face was going 
through various shades of red on its way to purple as he 
spluttered and wiggled, trapped in Valentin's broad palm. 
But Valentin held him tight, his arm showing not so much as 
a tremble as he held him off the ground, like some kind of 
hero imbued with super strength. 


With his other hand, he yanked open the apartment door, 
and both me and Eva shrank back against the wall as he 
tossed Yuri outside followed by a stream of Russian in his 
deep, dark voice that made me want to tremble all over and 
clench my legs together tightly. I shouldn't have cared 
about this kind of show of machismo, but deep down it did 
something to me that I couldn't explain. 


Only a man like Valentin would toss Yuri out like the trash 
that he was. Only a man like Valentin wouldn't need any 
more excuse than to hear that he wasn't wanted for him to 
intervene. 


Yuri made the mistake of shouting something back from the 
corridor and Valentin's expression darkened even more. He 
stepped out after him, into the hall, and I automatically 
covered my ears, unwilling to hear the sounds of anyone 
being beaten to a pulp. Again. And I had no doubt at all that 
was what was going to happen. 


Next to me, Eva winced and then did the same. 


Barely five minutes passed before Valentin appeared again 
with a smattering of blood on the collar of his shirt, 
highlighted all the more against his dark suit. His knuckles 
were grazed and swollen from the force he'd put into his 
punches, but I didn't have a single thought for what had 
become of Yuri. The only two times I'd met him, I hadn't 
liked him at all. The way he'd looked at me gave me the 


creeps and the way he treated Maria couldn't have been 
worth anything in the world. 


Maria stepped out into the hall, looking faintly stunned and 
Eva drew her into a hug. 


"I think that Yuri won't be coming back anymore." 


Maria nodded and looked towards Valentin again. My heart 
swelled with an odd sort of pride alongside a surging 
arousal when I realized that the red patch on Maria's face 
wasn't from tears, but was blotching red in the shape of a 
hand print. 


Never in my life had I thought a man would really hit a 
woman. Valentin could have done so much more to Yuri 
than he had done, now that I knew that. "Thank you," she 
said, but her voice was stiff and if anything she looked mad 
at him. 


Valentin nodded shortly, but his eyes weren't on Maria, they 
were fixed to me. And my heart was beating fiercely in my 
chest. 


"Now you can get some sleep." 


He'd done this all for me? The thought was crazy, but with 
the way he couldn't take his eyes off me, it felt true. 
Suddenly I wished I didn't have any roommates at all, 
because all I wanted was to cross the space between us, 
and kiss him until he scooped me up in his muscled arms 
and took me up to his apartment and stripped me bare. 


I felt my face flush hot, as though he could read my 
thoughts and for a long minute I was conscious that my 
breathing was matched entirely with the rise and fall of his 
chest. I could barely speak. All I wanted was him, but there 
was so much holding me back. 


Eva nudged my arm, spurring me into motion and I realized 
I hadn't said a single word for all the staring I was doing. 


"Uh - thanks. Thank you. Really." 


"Well, it's late..." Eva put in, tangling her arm with mine as 
she pointedly held the front door open." Good night." 


I swear Valentin narrowed his eyes at her, but then the 
moment of tension passed, and he seemed to sink back into 
himself. He leveled a slow nod. "Good night. I will see you in 
the morning." 


Eva closed the door firmly behind him and leaned back 
against it with a slow grin. Maria let out a sigh and bid us 
both goodnight with a wave over her shoulder, and then 
Eva turned to me with widened eyes. 


"What was that about? What just happened?" 


I shook my head, still just as stunned. "I bumped into him on 
his way home, and mentioned Yuri.." 


"Uh-huh." 
"What?" 


"He didn't come here for Maria. He was shouting about 
hard working dancers needing their sleep. Everybody in 
this building knows Maria is a soloist and she only gets out 
of bed for her very particular shows. She thinks that she is 
on track to be a star without working for it; doesn't need 
the money like the rest of us do." 


My eyes widened, and the world seemed to turn on its axis 
right under me. "What? You think he was talking about 
me?" 


Valentin really had stormed in here to kick Yuri out entirely 
for me. The idea was totally crazy. Wasn't it? 


Eva shrugged. 


“How do you say? If the hat fits... After that, he was 
shouting about hitting women, and making Yuri regret ever 
looking at a ballerina let alone touching one. And - well, you 
heard the rest. Perhaps I am wrong." 


I nodded slowly, not entirely convinced by her back 
tracking. "Yeah, you probably are wrong." 


Eva let out an impatient sigh and rolled her eyes at me. 
"No. I am not. Do you like him? He is very handsome. 
Everybody in the building wants to have him." 


I felt my jaw hinge open and my cheeks flush with heat all 
over again. Deep down, I knew I wanted nothing more. 
Right after he'd kissed me, I'd fantasized about having his 
babies, and told my parents I was falling in love with him. 
But that was all crazy, wasn't it? "I- I don't even know him. 
And Maria said... He's Mr. Rozhkov, and Mr. Rozhkov's 
Bratva, isn't he?" 


Eva shrugged. "Lots of people are lots of things, but I am 
telling you, he is a good man. Yuri is Bratva too, did she tell 
you that? He is a scumbag. Your Mr. Timoshenko from the 
theater who comes every night. He is Bratva. But Valentin, 
he is a good man as well." 


I let out a heavy sigh, looking towards the door. 


"I don't even know him," I repeated, even though I didn't 
even really think that was true. I knew him enough. I knew 
the way he made me feel and the way his tiredness seemed 
to fade when he looked at me and smiled, and I knew that I 
wanted to banish that greyed out look from his face forever. 


"So you should get to know him." Eva shot me a grin that 
left me with the sudden feeling she had a plan. "We will 
have a party, yes? We will invite him." 


"Oh, really? No. I mean - you don't have to do that." 
Suddenly everything was happening too fast. Could it be as 
simple as that? It really could have been if Maria hadn't 
pulled me out of the elevator, and then I wouldn't even be 
having this conversation because we'd already be together. 


"You like him, yes?" Eva was looking at me like I'd grown a 
second head, and I flushed all the more deeply. I knew how 
silly I was being, but suddenly it felt like I had stage fright. 
It had felt so much safer when I could tell myself he was 
ignoring me, but now I knew that wasn't true, and there 
was nothing at all to get in the way. 


"I just- I've never had a boyfriend before, okay? I don't 
know what I'm doing with... boys. Let alone men like him. 
He's... so handsome, and manly and... my God, you should 
see his muscles." 


Eva laughed. "You worry too much, Mia. You are beautiful 
and I am positive he will be happy to show you, if you want 
him to. Listen to yourself. How could he resist?" 


I squinted at her. "You think so?" 


"I know so. No man ever looked at a woman like that and 
thought that he wished she wasn't a virgin. All his 
Christmases will come at once." 


I bit my lip, suddenly totally unsure. Eva was talking about 
me losing my virginity, just because I liked the guy, when I'd 
always had this fairytale notion that the only man I'd ever 
sleep with would be my husband. I had a feeling she 
wouldn't stop laughing at me if I told her that. 


She might not have been that much older than me, but both 
Eva and Maria both seemed so much more worldly. I never 
thought I'd consider myself sheltered coming from New 
York, but maybe Mom was right to worry. I'd known nothing 


but the inside of exclusive ballet schools for all of my 
childhood, right through my teens with barely any time off 
to get into the kind of trouble normal kids my age always 
found themselves in. Was nineteen the age I had to let that 
fantasy go, now that I was out in the big bad world, all by 
myself? 


I took a breath. "I guess a party would be kind of fun." 
She beamed. "I think so too." 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


M: 


"I couldn't stop thinking about you last night." Valentin's 
voice was husky and deep and he looked like he'd barely 
Slept, but same as always, there he was at the studio, 
wrapped up in his sports gear. 


I felt my eyes rove over him with a new appreciation for the 
strength of his body and the feel of his muscles close up. 
Last night, I couldn't get our kiss in the elevator out of my 
head, and after everything Eva and I had talked about, all I 
wanted was his body up against mine. Before he'd left for 
Siberia there had been no hiding the strength of his desire 
for me, and I wouldn't have wanted him to hide it. I didn't 
want him to hide it now. 


"Me neither," I murmured, feeling my cheeks heat as I 
looked to the ground. I'd planned to come in here and get 
on with my morning routine just the same as normal, but I 
was kidding myself. I couldn't do that. Nothing about this 
morning was normal. 


Last night, with him coming back and tossing Yuri out just 
for me; now knowing that it had been him sending me the 
flowers after all; that the note he'd sent me had 
disappeared, everything had changed. 


As soon as Valentin had kissed me that first time in the 
elevator, I had known that one way or another, I was going 
to give myself to him. Nothing could have felt more deeply 
right than the way I wanted him, and I didn't think I could 
ignore the strength of longing for him that went right 
through me every time we were near. I didn't want to 
ignore it any longer. This felt like a second chance, and I 
wanted to grab onto it with both hands. 


"I could have killed Yuri for what he said about you." 


When I looked up again, Valentin was right next to me, and 
I drew in a breath as he squared his body up to mine. He 
had the most broad shoulders I'd ever seen and I already 
knew that in his arms I felt safer than I'd ever felt with 
anyone in my life. Maria had to be wrong about him. 
Whatever he was mixed up in, whatever his business was, 
Valentin was a decent man. So much more decent than her 
boyfriend had turned out to be. 


Or maybe the truth of it was that I didn't care about what 
she thought, because I wanted to make my own mind up. 
"Maria should never have interfered." 


I met his eyes and he leaned down, hands finding my hips 
as his lips closed over mine, and I let out a little groan. A 
thunderbolt of a thrill went through me as he moved 
forward and my back hit the mirrored wall and the ballet 
barre around the edge of the room, making me arch my 
back against it. 


My brain was blank of everything except the deep need I 
felt for him. The same need that hadn't abated since last 


night, since earlier in the week, if I was being honest about 
it. In my room, all alone, I'd laid back on my bed and 
thought about what Valentin was doing on the floor above. 
Guiltily I'd let my fingers stroke over my tingling sex, biting 
down hard on my lip to stop myself from making any sound 
at all that my roommates might overhear as I drove myself 
to climax thinking about what would have happened if 
Valentin and I hadn't been interrupted. 


And this morning, I remembered it all with burning clarity 
and a twinge of shame. But all my imaginings hadn't come 
close to this. 


The crotch of my leggings was already damp with my 
arousal and I couldn't stop my hips from bucking against 
him with far more purpose than our fumble in the elevator. 
This time I wasn't going to let anyone rip us apart. Without 
even thinking, I spread my hands along the barre, pushing 
myself up above it and curling my thighs around him so that 
I could draw him in closer. 


I needed the heady pulse of his thick, meaty cock pressed 
hard against my sex, making me tingle all the way through. 
I'd never wanted anyone the way I wanted him, but as his 
hands came around my waist, holding me steady and 
sweeping along my sides with great forceful handfuls, I 
couldn't stop myself from moaning, keening with the need 
for more. I'd never felt so wanted, never felt so possessed, 
but this was not enough. 


His mouth closed down over my neck, kissing and sucking 
and biting at my skin, and I gripped onto his short hair, 
letting my head loll back. "Oh God, I want you," I breathed 
as he rocked against me, rutting his body in against mine 
over and over again. 


"Here?" he asked, and I felt a thrill go right through me. 
"Now?" 


What was stopping us? I couldn't think of a single thing. I'd 
waited too long already and I didn't want to let anything 
else come between us. My mind had been made up as soon 
as he kissed me. "Yes," I breathed, already pulling at the 
hem of my top to peel it up over my head, revealing the soft 
cotton of my white sports bra. 


Valentin groaned, fisting his large hands into the waistband 
of my leggings and panties peeling them down. My bare ass 
against the barre made me flush with arousal but I was too 
busy pulling his jogging pants down to be embarrassed and 
his boxers came free in the same handful. 


His cock slapped up almost violently, as long as my forearm 
and as fat as my wrist and I shuddered at the sight of him. 
Now this was happening, and suddenly there was no way 
back, and I was a hell of a lot more nervous than I'd been a 
moment before. My eyes flashed up to his, and down to the 
hard rod he was pressing to my belly and I felt my eyes 
widen with panic. 


"I don't think you're going to fit inside me." 


Valentin laughed and he ducked to suck on my breasts 
through the fabric of my bra, sliding one hand down my 
belly as he did so, and all my concerns melted away as his 
fingers slid in between my folds and he started thrumming 
his thumb against my swollen clit. 


"I'm going to fit. I promise you. You're made for me." 


His fingers pressed in harder and my eyelids lolled, heavy 
with rising pleasure as the heat of my arousal spread all the 
way through me. Feeling totally boneless, I let out a soft 
hum I was barely aware of. "Ohmigod. That's good." 


"You're beautiful," he whispered, spilling kisses down my 
neck again and I clung onto him tighter, wracked with little 


shakes as his fingers on me turned more demanding. 


"I've never-" I bit my lip, arching back against the wall as 
Valentin's fingers pressed in and he found a point inside me 
that welled heat right up through my veins. "Oh - Valentin. 
I've never - this is - you're amazing. I've never done this 
before." My voice was low and hazy, almost delirious, and I 
flushed as I made my confession, suddenly worried that 
he'd call a halt or be turned off. 


For a long moment Valentin didn't say anything at all, but 
he rutted in harder against me, almost slamming me back 
against the wall and his nostrils flared wide with every 
breath, his body tense and straining as though he was 
struggling to hold himself back. 


"Mia, you are perfect." 


I guess Eva was right. He wasn't complaining, and I felt 
such a rush of relief that he still wanted me in all of my 
youthful inexperience. 


Valentin 


This morning, up against the mirror of the studio wall, she 
was Showing no hesitation. No doubts at all. 


I was glad, because I no longer knew how to hold myself 
back. I'd barely slept for thinking about her and my balls 
were blue and heavy from my refusal to take myself in 
hand. Masturbation was no substitute for what I really 
craved and I refused to let myself find false release. I 
wanted her far more than I simply wanted to come. 
Biologically, primally, I wanted to shoot my load inside of her 
and send my swimmers into her pliant, willing body to join 
the pair of us together on a fundamental level, cell to cell. 


Somehow I knew I wouldn't be satisfied until our DNA was 
twined together and our lives were irreparably joined by 
the child I was going to put in her belly. I wanted to mate 
with her, like an animal, and ward off any competitors who 
might threaten my line. 


And maybe, in a more rational frame of mind, I'd have 
romanced her properly first, right then, the most important 
thing was giving into the strength of the attraction between 
us and the needs of our bodies. 


When she told me she was a virgin, I nearly came on the 
spot. Nothing could have been more arousing than knowing 
that I was the only man who she'd ever let touch her, the 
only man she wanted the way she clearly wanted me. If I 
had my way I would be the only man who ever had her: the 
first and the last. 


It took a long moment to regain enough control to do more 
than rut in against her. I could have rubbed myself out on 
her thigh like the teenager I hadn't been for years, and 
gloried in the sticky mess, but that wasn't really what I 
wanted. If this was her first time, I was going to make it 
special. 


With another groan of appreciation at the way her thighs 
closed around me and the strength of her body holding 
herself up against the barre, I lifted her until it was me 
alone who bore her weight. 


Mia clung to me and I loved it. Her thighs had a tremble to 
them that I knew had everything to do with desperation and 
nothing to do with lack of strength and I wasn't going to 
keep her waiting long. 


Carefully, I lowered her down to the gym mat, making a 
cage of my arms as I arched above her, taking my own 
weight, like a gentleman should. Mia's hands roved over my 


chest with clear appreciation and I tensed my pecs for her, 
making her grin and bite her lip as she wiggled beneath 
me, lining us up more completely. Without hesitation she 
parted her legs drawing one knee up high to give me all the 
access I could have wanted and I turned my head to kiss 
her inner thigh, making her shiver and groan and beg. 


I couldn't stop myself from looking up at her, meeting her 
heavy lidded eyes. 


"Do you want me?" 
"Oh God, Valentin, yes. Take me. Please!" 


She might have been young, but she could have had her 
pick of men, and it was me that she had waited for, me who 
she had saved herself for and I was going to show her how 
right she was to make the choice to let me in. I didn't need 
any more encouragement to start to press inside her, I 
could barely hold myself back. 


My raging cockhead pressed bluntly in against her fleshy 
entrance and I groaned at the perfect rightness of the heat 
of her skin against mine. My cock twitched hungrily at the 
warm wetness of her, my leaking pre-cum mingling with her 
juices, eager to be inside her. I pushed in slowly and I could 
feel her pussy clench around me, ready to accept me deep 
inside her. 


The way she gasped at my intrusion and her eyes widened 
like it was almost too much was the most beautiful thing I'd 
ever seen in my life. 


Her skin was flushed a perfect pink, like rose petals, and 
her skin was dewy with sweat. "Oh - oh, oh." 


She was so tight that I didn't dare force harder. The last 
thing I wanted was to hurt her, but the heated arousal in 
her voice was anything but pain. Inch by agonizing inch I 


eased my steely fat cock into her perfect, tight little pussy 
and she hummed and shivered and groaned, growing more 
delirious with every inch I buried into her. She made me 
feel like a god, and I wanted to worship her like the deity 
she had to be. 


The tension in her body eased as I filled her, as though she 
knew it was everything that was meant to be, but she was 
still like a live-wire, flaring with every twitch of movement. 
Her pulse rocketed through my cock, thrumming deliciously 
through me until I couldn't take it any longer. 


With a long groan, I let myself shift my hips, thrusting into 
her fully, and Mia gasped, jackknifing up to grip my 
shoulders, a whole new level of color and heat coming into 
her voice. 


"Oh Valentin." 
"You feel so good my darling." 


She made me feel like a virgin too, because nothing I'd 
experienced before now came close to this. With her, this 
wasn't just sex. She was giving herself to me as much as I 
was giving myself to her, and we were both in tune with 
every movement, every shift. Every breath she took felt like 
mine to draw into my lungs and her hips ground against 
mine with perfect timing, making everything ratchet up 
hotter and more desperate. 


I wasn't going to last long, and I didn't care, not as long as I 
satisfied her. The only thing I wanted was to push Mia over 
the edge into the most blinding orgasm she'd ever hand in 
her life. I thrust into her with more force as soon as I felt 
that she could take it and the scream she let out was pure, 
unadulterated heat. Her body spasmed around me, 
clenching so tight that I thought she'd snap me in half and I 
pounded into her again and again, unrelenting as I chased 


the same spot deep inside her that had made her eyes roll 
back and her neck arch sharply up. 


Her lack of control was beautiful and I wanted to push her 
right over that edge. Every breath she took goaded me on, 
and I knew it wasn't going to take much before I couldn't 
stop myself from spilling my seed deep inside her, painting 
her walls and filling her up with everything that I had and 
everything that she was owed. Her hands clenched as I 
drove into her one final time, and then she shouted out as 
her orgasm wracked through her, long and hard. 


Seeing her come apart completely was what tipped me over 
the edge and I felt my balls tense, pulling up towards my 
body before I shot true and deep into her, filling her up with 
pulse after pulse of my seed. Ejaculating had never felt so 
good; coming inside her I knew that I was marking her as 
mine and there was nothing to get in between us. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


M: 


Lying on the mats with Valentin arched over me, I could 
barely catch my breath. I was dizzy with the knowledge that 
he'd come inside of me, torn between having wanted it so 
desperately and the fleeting worry that I might end up 
pregnant with his child. I shouldn't have wanted that. It 
should have struck fear through me, because there was no 
way I could continue dancing while I was carrying a child. 
But I didn't have time for panic when I felt so good and 
every touch and kiss Valentin laid on me felt perfect. 


He smiled at me as he sank down onto his elbows, and I'd 
never felt so adored as when he drew me into another kiss, 
letting his lips and tongue go slow. My moan wasn't 
something I could stop. Despite everything we'd done, and 
how boneless and sated I felt, I could have taken more. 


After that, I was addicted. I'd crave his body every time I 
saw him. I understood exactly why people got distracted 
from the other parts of their lives when they fell in love, 


because what had just happened between me and Valentin 
bordered on some kind of religious experience. 


He rolled off me, onto one side, and I found myself clinging 
on tighter. "Oh, no. No Valentin, stay in me, please." 


I wasn't ready for him to leave me yet, and my ridiculous 
protest made him scoff a laugh and kiss me all over again. 


"My darling, I will stay right here until I get hard again if 
that's what you want from me." 


I bit my lip to try to curve my smile, feeling thoroughly 
indulged. "Mmm that does sound good." 


Shifting to redistribute his weight, Valentin stroked the 
sweaty strands of hair out of my face and I stretched 
slightly, content to be as close to him as possible until I had 
to move. 


"You should come to my place. This evening. We can have 
dinner." 


His voice had a soft, lazy edge, full of the kind of warmth 
that made me glow. I'd been so hasty in letting this happen 
between us, because I couldn't have done anything else 
other than give in to the strength of my desire, but it made 
me feel warm all over to know that he was already looking 
to the future and planning for us to date properly. 


"Mm. I'd like that." I'd never doubted for a moment that 
Valentin would want to romance me; it had never crossed 
my mind that once I slept with him he might have 
everything he'd wanted from me, but I was glad to have the 
confirmation. Deep down, I'd always known that he wanted 
a relationship, it had just taken me this long to realize that 
was exactly what I craved as well and it was nothing to be 
scared of. 


Secure in his arms with him stroking along my skin, drifting 
kisses over every inch he could as though he planned to 
worship me as long as I allowed it, there wasn't anywhere 
I'd rather be. I don't think I'd ever felt so relaxed, so at 
peace. 


"Good. I would like it too." 


The beeping of his wrist watch made him frown and he 
snarled at it as he jabbed a button to silence it. "I have an 
early morning meeting." 


As unattractive as it was I heard myself let out a grumble of 
protest and I could practically feel myself pout. "Can't you 
just stay here, with me all day?" 


I knew it was unrealistic, and the way he let out a little 
snort told me that he knew that I wasn't really thinking 
clearly. "And you will miss rehearsals for me? I don't think 
so Mia. Tomorrow you would regret it." 


He was right, as much as I hated to admit it. There wasn't 
anything I'd do to risk my place in the ranks of the 
performers at the Bolshoi, even if being right here, skin to 
skin with him still inside me felt like the only place I was 
truly meant to be. 


"Maybe I would. But I still don't want to leave." 


"There is a Pilates class at nine. I think that they would 
object to our use of the gym mats." 


I giggled, ducking my head against Valentin's shoulder and 
letting myself taste the salt from his skin until he let out a 
grumble of his own. "Mia, don't tempt me. I only have so 
much control when it comes to you." 


That was something I hadn't fully appreciated, but now I 
knew it was true and I loved that burly, businesslike 


Valentin was just as hostage to his desires as I was. It 
wasn't just my inexperience driving this insatiable feeling, 
and that was good to know because I never wanted it to get 
old. 


I huffed out a lazy sigh. "Fine. I suppose I better go take a 
shower before I wind up being late." 


Valentin grinned at me, shifting just slightly, but it was 
enough to make his cock start to slip out of me. "You could 
go as you are. Smelling of sex and me, and everyone will 
know you're accounted for." 


I rolled my eyes. "I'm sure everyone would thank me after a 
full day of getting sweaty." 


“Don't get too sweaty." 


I kissed him squarely on the lips, nibbling at the spill of his 
lower one, still reluctant to rejoin the real world, even 
though we both knew it had to be done. Being here with 
him was perfect and if I could, I'd have stayed right here, 
but he was right, the day wasn't going to stop for either of 
us. 


"Okay. I'll save that for you." 


Valentin nodded, finally pulling away from me and standing 
up. Like a gentleman, he retrieved my clothes and handed 
them to me so that I could get dressed, and I watched with 
some regret as he pulled his own sports clothes back on. 


Now that I knew what he looked like underneath his 
clothes, I was never going to be able to get enough of him. 
Just the thought of his muscled torso and strong thighs had 
me longing to undress him all over again. 


I felt like a naughty school girl with a secret when we were 
both dressed again, and he pulled me in for another drawn 


out kiss before I finally pulled away. 

"I will meet you at the theatre." 

"You don't have to do that. I'll be fine." 
"What if I want to?" 


"Well, I suppose I can't stop you. But I'll need to go home 
and get changed properly and take a shower, wash off the 
day before I come to yours anyway." 


"You could do all that at my place." 


I let out a sigh, putting my hand on my hip. "And then 
where'd all the mystery go? No, don't be silly. I'll sort myself 
out and then come by. Tonight." 


Valentin nodded, his fingers still twined with mine as | 
stepped back to go out of the studio door and back towards 
the corridor. He held onto my hand until the very last 
minute when our fingertips finally slipped apart. 


"Tonight." 


I could hardly wait. Maybe this wasn't some kind of fairy 
tale romance, but it felt so perfect to me. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


\ / alentin 


The day dragged far too slowly, each passing hour 
reminding me of how long it would be until Mia's work day 
was done and she would come knocking on the door of my 
apartment. 


Patience was beyond me. I was hungry for her, couldn't wait 
until the very end of the day just to see her again, but 
thankfully I didn't have to. Even last minute, it was easy 
enough for me to get seats to the evening's performance, 
just as long as I was prepared to pay enough rubles for 
them, and I had no issue at all with doing that. 


In fact, I booked an entire box for myself so that I wouldn't 
be tempted to throttle anybody in my proximity who might 
have been enjoying the sight of Mia in her ballet dress and 
dance tights a little too much. I didn't trust myself not to 
cause some kind of incident over that, and the last thing I 
needed was any more attention on my activities. 


The performance itself faded into insignificance while I 
watched Mia dance on that stage, as graceful and strong 


and beautiful as any woman ever could have been. I barely 
noticed the solos or the pas de deux; my attention was fixed 
on her, and her alone and I peered through the tiny, fiddly 
little opera glasses, growling low any time any of the other 
girls dared to position themselves in front of her. 


She was better than all of them put together and she 
shouldn't have to be in their shadow. If I had my way, I 
would make sure she had nothing but center stage because 
she was so worthy of it. One day I would make her see that 
she was doing herself no favors in trying to ape them. 


I nearly snapped the gilded edge of the box any time any of 
the male dancers dared to so much as touch her hand. 
When one of them lifted her up by her perfect waist, I 
vowed to end his days. It didn't matter what the 
choreography said, she was mine and no one but me should 
ever put their hands on her. 


On stage, she seemed ethereal, and untouchable, like 
someone I could have made up. But I knew first hand that 
she was strong and real. Otherwise she could have been 
some symptom of my crisis over stepping up to take the 
lead. Nothing more than a mirage of what I truly craved. 


She was a mystery to me; why should a woman like her, so 
pure and perfectly on the cusp of all life had to offer want a 
man like me who was so used to manipulations and 
deceptions and all the machinations and ruthlessness it 
took to mobilize a criminal organization as successful as the 
Bratva? I didn't understand it, but I trusted that she felt the 
same way I did. I had to. I would never believe that this 
obsession with her was all a one sided fantasy and she was 
simply having a good time. The way she reacted to my every 
touch was far too true. 


What we had between us was too real for me to have made 
up. Our connection was undeniable and bone-deep and she 


had wormed her way underneath my skin in nothing more 
than a handful of glances and a few gifted smiles. Making 
her mine, shooting my seed deep inside her had only 
cemented that bond. 


I downed the dregs of my champagne, on my feet as soon as 
the curtain fell and I exited the private box through the 
heavy velvet curtain. 


Viktor had been waiting outside the entrance to the box, 
ever the professional, although I had told him he was 
perfectly welcome to join me for the performance in one of 
the empty seats. After all, I had paid for them. But he 
declined and from the effort he took not to wrinkle his nose, 
I got the impression that an evening at the ballet was not on 
his list of ways to have a good time. 


With a different upbringing, I likely would have agreed with 
him. Except for Mia. Whether or not I enjoyed the ballet, I 
would have come every single night just to watch her. 


He fell into step behind me as I jogged down the shallow, 
red-carpeted steps, slipping between elegantly dressed 
Muscovites out in their evening finery and making my 
excuses as I pushed my way past them. With my size and my 
reputation in this city, in this theater slipping discreetly by 
was no option. Even so, there was nobody who could have 
made me break my stride. 


My destination was backstage. The men who controlled the 
comings and goings on the other side of the swing doors 
that separated the audience from the dancers let me 
through with a muted nod, and I headed straight for the 
green room, which the dancers would have to come 
through when they came out of the dressing room. The only 
thing I had on my mind was seeing Mia. 


Compared to the spill of the elegant elite hurrying to queue 
for their fur coats, backstage was behind the mask. Here, 
the pine struts holding up the scenery were exposed and 
the floor was scuffed and scraped from having so many 
things and so many people moved over it. The corridor was 
lined with costume rails and I knew enough of a 
performance to know that most of the ballet shoes worn this 
evening would be replaced by the next night's show. 


Viktor shot me a look and I realized that I was pacing, 
walking up and down along the wall of pictures of all the 
famous ballet stars the theater had hosted over the years. 
"What?" 


His smile hitched one corner of his mouth in a barely 
noticeable tilt. "You are going to wear a hole in the floor." 


I let out a grumble, forcing my feet to still and shoving my 
hands into my pockets. "It's alright for you. You have 
already married the woman you love." 


His smile twitched broader and he reached to pat me on the 
shoulder. "She will be out soon." 


Without another word, he folded his arms across his chest 
and stood still, like he'd simply commanded his body to 
power down for the wait. He might not have been in the 
military, but it was clear to me that Viktor's time inside one 
of our country's most notorious prisons had taught him a 
thing or two about conserving energy. 


Just then, I didn't have the same self control. It was 
impossible to be rid of the energy coursing through me 
until I had Mia in my arms again. 


The doors to the dressing rooms opened, and I stepped 
back as a wave of laughter rushed towards me along with 
the first gaggle of dancers to be changed. 


Mia was not one of them. 


I looked at my watch. "Five minutes, and I'm going 
through." 


Viktor shrugged one shoulder. "Whatever you think is best." 


It wasn't that I thought something had happened to her. 
How could it have? The theater was safe enough, and she 
was surrounded by people. There had only been a handful 
of minutes between her last appearance on the stage and 
now. But I was impatient to see her. What I really wanted 
was to peel the white dance tights off her long legs and 
strip her costume off with my own two hands. But I knew I 
couldn't do that. There would be too many of her colleagues 
around to see and I was not going to give Viktor a show, 
even though I knew he only had eyes for his wife. 


The longer she took, the longer it was before I could take 
her home and plunge my ever-ready cock deep inside her. 
I'd spent the entire performance half-hard just watching 
her, and it was only sheer willpower now that had my libido 
in check. She was lethal to my self-control, and I couldn't 
hold myself back much longer. 


The doors opened again, and this time the laughter was 
unmistakably Mia's. I knew that before I even saw her, and 
my smile rose in anticipation of seeing her. 


But my expression froze as soon as she walked through the 
door. Ice went right through me as Timoshenko looked up 
with his cool grey eyes, killing my pent up arousal entirely. 


"Good evening Valentin!" I thought he looked like a 
vampire, with his canines just a little too pointed and his 
skin wrinkled and grey. He had Mia's arm wrapped around 
his, and every atom in my body wanted to tear her away 
from him. 


Behind me, I felt rather than saw Viktor shift so that he had 
my back. There was only one way for me to take this: 
Timoshenko being here was a blatant taunt. He was 
flaunting his knowledge of my life and the fact that he could 
take what I valued and snuff it out just as easily as I was 
threatening to snatch his position out from under him. But I 
would never let him touch so much as a hair on Mia's head. 


I lunged forward, ready to put my fist through his face, to 
throttle the wheezing life out of him and watch his eyes pop 
clean out of his skull, but Viktor grabbed my arm, rooting 
me to the spot and his hand settled on the back of my neck, 
squeezing solidly enough to soothe me. "He will have a gun, 
and he will have backup," Viktor hissed into my ear, and it 
was only the knowledge that he was correct that made me 
force to ease the tension from my body. 


It took all the control I had to take a deep breath and step 
back. 


"What are you doing here?" I clenched my fists at my sides 
and my eyes burnt into him. 


"I thought I would meet this lovely young lady. I have been 
hearing so much about her. She is such a beautiful dancer." 


Mia laughed bashfully, and I had to swallow hard to 
summon a smile to my face. I disliked him being here. I 
disliked him touching her, making her smile. I disliked the 
uncertainty edging into her expression when she met my 
eyes, as though she was only just starting to realize that she 
should have been afraid. 


"Is that right?" 


How dare he even look at her? How dare he come here and 
threaten her with his very presence? Every part of me 
wanted to eviscerate him. 


Timoshenko nodded, far more blandly than could be 
trusted, very obviously ignoring the lunge towards him that 
I had made; he had nothing to be frightened of, because he 
had me by the balls. 


"Of course. When I heard we had a new, American dancer 
joining the company, and you were sending flowers every 
evening, I knew she had to be something special. She has 
proved that with every performance I have seen; I can quite 
see how you are so taken. Us patrons of the theater have to 
keep an eye on all the changes going on in our little spheres 
so that we can... ensure the best long term future for the 
organization. Don't you think, Valentin?" 


I forced another smile, irritated by the amusement evident 
in Timoshenko's eyes and this double conversation he was 
having with me. Mia may have been oblivious to the danger 
she could have been in, but the old man was fully aware of 
the point he was making. 


The only reason Timoshenko had any involvement with the 
theater at all was because I had suggested that it would 
look good for him to be involved in the culture of our city, 
and that there would be tax breaks involved, according to 
our money man, Roman. As far as I knew, the man had 
never attended a single performance before now. 


He might have been on his way out, but he still had contacts 
enough to find out about the woman who had caught my 
interest, he still had the contacts to walk in here without 
being stopped, and he still had the charm to make her think 
that he was nothing more than a kindly old man. He was 
still a force to be reckoned with, if he chose to be, and by 
doing this, he'd made it quite clear that he wasn't going to 
back down gracefully. 


I slid my arm around Mia's waist, drawing her possessively 
to me, and she fit perfectly against my chest. Her eyes were 


wide and edged with confusion as she looked up to meet 
mine. 


"Yakov has been telling me all about Moscow." 
“How kind of him." 


This settled everything. After today there was no more 
sentimentality. If Timoshenko would come here and 
threaten my happiness so easily, then I wouldn't hesitate in 
ripping the Bratva from him by force. Mia was worth so 
much more than any idea I had of keeping the old man's 
reputation intact without violence, and if it had to end ina 
bloody mess, then so be it. Better him than her. 


"We should go for a drink," Yakov suggested, and Mia 
turned to me again, an uncertain smile on her face. 


"Oh yes, let's go for a drink. Yakov was telling me about this 
little bar that used to be just around the corner-" 


"I don't think so, Mia. It's late." I knew exactly the place he 
meant; one of the first bars in the city he'd run protection 
for, so he tells it. The place he romanced my mother. 


"Oh. Okay." 


I felt Mia's frown cut into me - disappointing her practically 
caused me pain, when I wanted nothing more than to give 
her the world on a platter. 


"We do have dinner plans." 


"That is a shame, Valentin. We haven't sat down to drink 
together for a long time. And we have so many things in 
common, it seems." 


I gritted my teeth. What was he playing at? This was a 
dangerous game of things being left unsaid, and 


underneath it all was just a question of which one of us was 
in control. 


"The business keeps me very busy, Yakov. I'm surprised you 
have the time to visit any bars at all. Perhaps this explains a 
lot." 


Timoshenko barked a laugh. "Always so very busy, Valentin. 
Haven't you realized by now that it is the boss's job to 
delegate all these things. How can you expect to be a boss 
when you are so busy running around that you cannot see 
the bigger picture?" 


I shook my head, still eyeballing him, my fingers tighter on 
Mia's arm then I truly intended and she winced under her 
breath. I had to struggle to loosen my grip, because I didn't 
want to let go. "I can see the bigger picture plenty well 
enough. There is delegation and then there is dereliction." 


The old man shrugged. "Your mother always made time for 
the things in life that she enjoyed." 


I narrowed my eyes. "Oh, now you talk about my mother?" 


His lips quirked into a sly grin and he tilted his head again. 
"Lately, Iam reminded of her." He turned his full attention 
back to Mia, obvious in letting his eyes slowly drift down her 
body. Her body, that only I should ever be allowed to look at. 
He had my blood simmering all over again and I was ready 
to rip him limb from limb. "She was a wonderful dancer too, 
my dear." 


With that, he took Mia's hand in his and dipped down to kiss 
her knuckles like she was a princess and he was the 
gentleman he hadn't been in years. Mia flushed, laughing 
awkwardly as he stepped back, and I could see her tug her 
hand away. 


For the first time I truly wanted to kill him on a deep and 
visceral level. Mia was no toy to be played with, and I 
wouldn't have him use her to get to me. 


"Both of you are very welcome at my dacha, any weekend 
that you want to come. Valentin, we should not make a habit 
of being such strangers when we work so closely together." 


Timoshenko turned to leave, and Viktor prowled after him 
to the door of the green room, yanking it open for him and 
making sure, with a whispered word to the building's own 
security detail that he was escorted directly out. 


Mia looked up at me. "What was that about?" 


I shook my head, still holding her close to my side. "Yakov 
Timoshenko is my boss." 


The rise of Mia's brow told me she hadn't known that, even 
if the girls had filled her in on my role in the Bratva, and my 
intended future. "I thought - when they said someone 
wanted to see me, I thought it was you. And then I realized 
it wasn't, but Eva said he's just a patron. And he was... 
sweet to me. Maybe he really just likes to get to know the 
new dancers?" 


"No, Mia. Wake up. This was him showing me that he can 
touch what is important to me." I let out a growl. "This 
won't happen again. I will end this." 


"Wait, Valentin... he didn't threaten me. What are you 
talking about? He wanted to take us for a drink, and he 
invited us to - what's a dacha?" 


"A weekend home. We are not going. He didn't have to do 
anything to you. Just being here with you was enough for 
him to make his point." 


From the way she wrinkled her nose I could tell that she 
didn't agree with me, but this was the world I knew, and it 
wasn't even close to being as innocent as the one that she 
was used to. "I think he cares about you, Valentin." 


I let out a laugh. "I used to think he cared about my mother 
too. Don't be naive, Mia. He's done things you can't even 
imagine." 


When she pulled her arm away from mine, I knew I'd said 
the wrong thing, but what could I do? I had to make her 
understand that the man was a snake for her own safety. 


"Maybe we should take a rain check on dinner. Suddenly 
I'm not all that hungry." 


"Mia, wait." 


"I'm not naive, Valentin! Believe what you like, but I know 
people, and... I think you're reading him wrong, I really do." 


I gritted my teeth, fists clenched, breathing through the 
urge to grab her by the waist and force her to come with 
me. This wasn't something we were going to agree on and 
all the brute force in the world wasn't going to help me out. 


"Come, I will walk you home. It has been a long day for both 
of us. Perhaps tomorrow we can try again." 


CHAPTER FIF TEEN 


M: 


After we left the theater, Valentin took me back to our 
building just like he'd said he would, but this time there was 
no question of me coming inside his apartment. All day I'd 
been thinking about having dinner with him, but after the 
weird interaction with his boss, I didn't know what to make 
of anything. 


All I wanted was to slip into my apartment, maybe have a 
bath, wash the day off and try not to overthink the way 
Valentin had reacted in the green room. It reminded me all 
too strongly of Maria's warnings. 


Seeing Yakov with me at the theater had really spooked 
him, and that spooked me too. Maybe Maria was right - I 
should just focus on my dancing and try to forget him. 
There was obviously some very serious stuff going on 
between him and his boss, and getting tangled up in it all 
sounded like the worst idea in the world. 


Like it or not, now there was a strange energy between us. 
I hated that he called me naive, even if it was possibly the 


truth. And I hated that he didn't kiss me until he'd walked 
me fully inside and made sure the door was bolted and all 
the curtains were drawn across. I just wanted things to be 
normal and easy between us, but I was starting to see that 
that was never going to happen. 


"Tomorrow. We will have dinner," Valentin reiterated, and I 
nodded my head slowly. 


"Sure. I guess I'll see you then." 


"Mia... don't be mad with me. All I want to do is keep you 
safe." 


I let out a frustrated breath, walking him back towards my 
front door. "I'm not mad with you. How could I be, Valentin? 
You're this perfect gentleman and I - I just - don't like that 
you think you have to do that." 


"Do what?" 
"Stop your boss from hurting me." 


Valentin's jaw clenched and he looked down at the floor, 
hand braced on the door frame for a long solid moment 
before he looked up at me again. "Tomorrow. I will make 
you see that all of this is worth it for us to be together. I 
promise you." 


I hardly slept for churning over every version of the future 
with and without Valentin at my side. All I'd ever really 
wanted was to be a dancer, but what if my life on the stage 
made me too much of a target? Could I give it all up for 
him? 


Just the thought of that made me feel clammy and trapped. 
I'd worked so hard to get to where I was, and I didn't want 
to have to give it all up for him. But he thought his boss was 
threatening me, and no matter whether I agreed with him 


or not, it had been so, so easy for him to walk right into the 
theater and talk to me. 


If he'd had anything worse in mind, I was certain we would 
both know about it by now, but Valentin seemed convinced 
that the man was taunting him. 


I woke up with more questions then I'd gone to sleep with 
and bags under my eyes so heavy that I was going to have 
to go through double the usual amount of concealer to 
cover them up on stage. 


After a hard day I was only going to look worse, which made 
me glad that it was Wednesday and that the performance 
was a matinee. I'd have time to get home and maybe take a 
nap, freshen up and figure out what I was going to wear to 
go over to Valentin's in the evening. 


After all, despite everything, I still wanted to impress him. 
And I still wanted this date. He'd said he would do whatever 
he could to stop me from getting hurt, so maybe I just had 
to understand a little more about what that meant and what 
he really did for a living. 


Eva banging on the bathroom door startled me out of my 
daze, and I snapped myself out of it, toweling my face dry 
and pulling back the bolt. 


"Sorry. Sorry. Bathroom's all yours." 


Valentin 


We missed each other in the studio in the morning. I was 
there, with my hands wrapped, slogging away at the speed 
ball to exorcise some of my frustrations that I'd hoped to 
bury into Mia's body the night before. But she didn't show 


up. 


All day I'd thought she might change her mind about 
everything, and meetings meant I couldn't go to the theater 
in the evening to watch the performance just to see her. 
Viktor had to go in my place, and he promised me that he 
would guard her like she was part of his family. 


As much in return for his diligence as to give us privacy, I'd 
given him the evening off and paid for a hotel for him to 
stay in. But as the time I was expecting her to arrive came 
closer, I began to regret it. If she didn't show, I had a long 
night of drinking alone ahead of me. 


Maybe that was for the best. Being commiserated by a man 
who already had the woman of his dreams sounded like 
something that would make me want to put a fist through 
the wall. 


I'd almost talked myself into the fact that she wasn't coming 
when right on time, there came a knock on the door. Trying 
not to rush too much, and failing, I pulled it open without 
even glancing through the peephole. 


And there was Mia. 


I let out a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding onto, 
taking in the sight of her out of sports gear for once. 


She had on a bright white shirt dress, cinched at the waist 
with a broad brown woven belt and little matching ballet 
pumps on her feet. I could just make out the outline of her 
panties through the cotton, and I could see enough to tell 
that she wasn't wearing a bra. 


Her pert breasts stood proud without support, and just the 
barest shadow of her nipples and darkened areolas showed 
through the fabric. It was the buttons that went all the way 
down the front tempting my fingers to slip between them 
and undo them one by one that I was focused on. My cock 


surged harder in my pants, throbbing needily at the 
thought of cupping her breasts in my hands again and 
feeling the small, perfect weight of them. 


For once her hair was down around her shoulders and I 
wanted to run my hands through it and breathe the scent of 
her in. 


"God, you're beautiful." 


Mia flushed, looking to the ground and then up to me again 
with a smile she couldn't contain. "Thank you." 


All at once I realized I was standing there staring at her, 
and I snapped myself out of it, stepping back to make space 
for her in the inner hall. "Come in. Please. My home is your 
home." 


She peered inside my apartment with undisguised curiosity. 
It was a good thing that she was on time. It had taken every 
ounce of self control that I possessed not to go down to the 
theatre to walk her home the way that I wanted to, but 
after the words we'd swapped the night before I didn't 
think that was wise. 


She said that she wanted a normal life. Well, the truth was, 
that was a life away from me. But I wasn't going to let that 
happen. All the same, I could tell that if I wanted her for the 
long haul, I'd have to try not to force her to accept a life 
that frightened her. The only way was to make her see she 
would never have to be afraid. 


"Oh," she said when she walked in along the inner hall and 
through to the living room, turning on the spot to look 
around so she could take in the full view of the apartment. 
"I thought it would be bigger." 


I let out a laugh. "Why? It is only me living here." I had no 
desire to rattle around in a cavernous house. My meetings 


were mainly conducted at the office, or online via video 
conference. I had no need for acres of extra space. 


I liked the open plan living room kitchen, with the full 
height windows looking out across to the theater, and I 
liked that my bedroom was large enough to prowl around. I 
hadn't skimped on the size of the bathroom or the closet 
space. I had a safe built in. These were all practical things 
to suit my lifestyle. 


But it was the integrated sound system in every room that I 
was most proud of. 


"Yes, but... you're like some kind of mafia kingpin, aren't 
you?" 


I let out a dry grunt and walked over to the kitchen, pulling 
open the fridge door. 


"Would you like a drink? I have a bottle of Bollinger waiting 
to be opened." 


Mia bit her lip. "Uh - what's the occasion?" 
"You being here." 


She flushed again, and I saw her chew her bottom lip a 
little. "Well, I guess that's a pretty good reason to 
celebrate." 


"I think so. You could have broken my heart by not showing 
up. I think it is definitely worth toasting our first dinner 
together." 


One of the sound system remote controls was on the 
counter top, and I tapped on the last thing that I had been 
playing, filling the space with the rich warmth of a full 
orchestra. 


Mia frowned as she tilted her head, listening to the first few 
bars as they came through with perfectly balanced bass. 
Her smile came through slowly, looking at me with renewed 
interest. "This is Prokofiev." 


I tipped a slow nod in her direction. " Yes." 
“Romeo and Juliet." 
"Very good. You do know your ballet." 


To the soundtrack of the Balcony Scene pas de deux, I 
popped the cork on the bottle, suppressing the fizz as I 
poured two glasses. That was the only thing that I planned 
on suppressing this evening. 


Mia took hers in a graceful hand and I saluted her with a 
raise of my glass. 


"To your successes on the stage." 
She blushed and I wanted to kiss the color from her cheeks. 


“And to your successes," she said softly. "I hear that Moscow 
will be under your control very soon." 


Where that had come from, I didn't know, but there was a 
note in her voice that I thought it wise to be wary of. She 
didn't exactly sound taken with the idea. 


"Not Moscow. Just... my organization." 


Mia's eyes leveled on mine and she refused to look away. 
"The Bratva." 


"Yes," 


She pressed her lips in on each other, drawing a breath in 
through her nose and I could see she was doing her best to 
school her reaction. Perhaps I should have lied to her, but I 
didn't want to do that. When she accepted me as hers, it 


would be with her eyes open, or not at all. I knew that we 
were meant to be together and I was confident that she 
knew it too. What I did for a living shouldn't get in the way 
of that. 


"Yakov is retiring?" 


I ducked back into the fridge for a pot of caviar and took 
out a couple of small spoons in mother of pearl. 


“One way or another, yes. It's time for him to step down. 
You have more questions?" 


"Yes. No - I mean, I don't know." 


I opened the caviar and scooped a generous helping into a 
matching shallow bowl and put everything onto a small tray 
so that I could carry it over to the sofa that Mia had 
gravitated towards. 


“Lean back," I encouraged. "You look like a goddess. I 
should pay somebody to stand right there and feed you 
grapes all day long." 


Mia blushed. "If anyone's feeding me grapes, I'd rather it 
was you." 


"Good. Me too." I sat down next to her and took a spoonful 
of caviar. "Try this, and then you can ask whatever you like. 
I want to tell you everything." 


She wet her lips and I couldn't tell whether the dart of her 
tongue was just to tease me, or whether she was really as 
guileless and innocent as that. "I don't know if I like caviar." 


"This is Beluga. It is the finest in all of Russia. If you do not 
like this, then you will know you do not like caviar and I will 
throw the rest of it out for the alley cats. But I think that 
you will." 


She gave me a little roll of her eyes, and I laughed. Taking 
her hand in mine, I drew it towards me and smeared a little 
run of the black sea-fresh eggs along the skin between her 
thumb and first finger. 


"It tastes best straight from the skin." 


Mia's jaw hinged open, but I didn't wait to see whether she 
was going to protest before I ducked my head down and 
sucked and licked the little trail I'd made clean off her. She 
let out a soft little murmur, and I knew that whatever else 
she thought she knew about me, the way she reacted to me 
was still certain. 


I met her eyes and she slowly drew her hand back in, 
ducking her head and clearing her throat." My turn." 


I handed her the caviar spoon and she took a little bit from 
the dish. She took my hand delicately in her own and 
turned my palm over, smearing the little line of black across 
the pulse point at my wrist, where my skin was thinnest and 
I felt my cock stir at her ingenuity. Trust Mia not to copy me 
directly. 


Her eyes darted to mine as she drew my wrist up and the 
flat of her tongue lathed a teasing path across my skin, 
making my cock harden instantly. I had to find a way to 
convince her that being with me was what she wanted 
above all else. There was no way that I could walk away 
from her now, I was in too deep and I had been since the 
first time I met her. 


Mia let out another soft groan that matched the heat of the 
one that I was barely holding back, and she licked her lips 
as she sat up again, catching the last of the taste of the sea. 


"Do you like it?" 


Her smile surfaced and she nodded softly. "I think you're 
right about it tasting better straight from skin." 


My eyes roved down to her neckline, where the promising 
swell of her breasts gave me ideas of so many other places 
we could test that theory. "It's a very sensual experience. 
Just like the bubbles of the champagne bursting on your 
tongue. There is so much for you to experience, Mia. So 
much I want us to do together. I don't want anything or 
anyone to get in the way of that." 


Mia nodded again. "I understand that, now." 


All I wanted was to push her back against the cushions of 
the couch and straddle her slim body, slide beneath her 
parted legs and find my place between her thighs. But 
there was so much still hanging in the air between us. So 
much that I couldn't afford to ignore. 


"Tell me, about the Bratva," she started, her voice just as 
soft and lusty as her eyes on me. I wanted to kiss her 
swollen lips and bathe her with my tongue. She toyed with 
the caviar spoon between her fingers and I picked up its 
twin. 


"What do you want to know?" I smoothed a line of clustered 
black dots across her collarbone, ducking my head to nibble 
and kiss each exquisite taste clean from her skin. The taste 
of her walls was the one I wanted more than this. 


Her chest heaved beneath my palm and I skirted my hand 
down along her ribcage, smoothing my thumb along the 
seam of her shirt dress, aware of her unrestrained breasts 
and the slim, musculature of her frame. 


"Have you - have you killed for them?" 


I met her eyes solidly, my lips staying in a solid, silent line. "I 
am, primarily, a businessman." 


"Primarily?" Her skin was flushed and she was breathless, 
practically arching under me for more. One way or the 
other, I was going to take it. 


"Fundamentally." So far, killing directly had not been 
necessary to make my point in day to day deals, but I was a 
made man, just like any other member of the Bratva. And I 
knew the time was coming close to when I would have to 
prove that I would do whatever it took. 


Mia was too clever for me to pull the wool over her eyes, 
and I wouldn't want to live a lie with her. 


She bit her lip, letting out a little groan that she didn't seem 
able to hold in any longer. "You've ordered men to be 
killed?" 


"Yes." 
"Bad men?" 


"They were not innocents." My hands mapped her body and 
she gasped as I pushed her dress down, closing my mouth 
over the hot peak of her nipples, one after the other. Each 
one was dusky and perfect, topping the petite swell of her 
rounded breasts, and she gasped as I palmed them in my 
hands. 


"What happens if you get caught?" 


"I won't get caught. Not here. We do the government too 
many favors. And everything financial is tied up very 
carefully by my money man in Miami. Once I have the 
Bratva secure, my job is just an office job. I promise you." 


I could see she was warring with herself, torn between 
what she thought she knew of good and bad and right and 
wrong, and what she was feeling right now. Everything 
about the world I lived in was grayscale and it was never a 


case of black and white, but that could be difficult to get 
used to. 


"Mia, I would never put you in danger." 


"I know," she whispered. "I know that. It would just be so 
much simpler if you were... just a guy I met in the studio 
who likes to box before work." 


I gritted my teeth, hoping that this wasn't the start of her 
decision that she couldn't handle being a part of my world. 
"Tam that guy." 


She looked at me and I could see the doubt in her eyes, the 
little bubble of fear that hadn't left her. 


"Don't tell me that I'm not." I stopped her lips with my own 
before she could say another word, pulling her in against 
me and her arms wrapped around my shoulders drawing 
me into another deep kiss. Her legs wrapped around my 
sides and I pulled her in hard against my straining cock 
with my hands clasping her ass to me as firmly as I could 
while she arched back sharply, groaning beneath me. 


"Oh, Valentin." 


Whatever else she felt, she had to know the charge 
between us was real. My body and her body were made for 
each other. No one else in the world could fit me the way 
she did. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


M: 


I couldn't help myself. One touch from Valentin and all my 
misgivings about who he was and what he did vanished 
beneath his lips and his clever, clever hands. I knew he'd 
answer any of my questions now, but that was all the 
reassurance I needed. He wasn't going to keep anything 
from me, and that was the important part. 


How could I have thought that anything would be too much 
of an obstacle to come between us? So many people had 
jobs that legitimately allowed them to do terrible things. At 
least I knew that deep down, Valentin was a good man. 


Maybe I was being distracted from the important things, 
because nothing felt as good as his hands did on my body, 
but I didn't care. 


He reminded me that, deep down, our only purpose on 
earth was to find a mate. And I knew without a shadow of a 
doubt that he was supposed to be mine. Something primal 
grabbed me every time I got as close to him as this. The 
taste of his skin had me under his spell and when he 


breathed, I breathed; when he kissed, I kissed him back. I 
couldn't have done anything else if I'd wanted to. But 
stopping was the last thing I wanted. 


He had my dress undone in moments and I didn't have time 
to be embarrassed over my lack of bra, especially not when 
he was fondling my breasts with such adoration. I'd never 
been worshiped before, but that was exactly what Valentin 
was doing to me. And he was hardly alone in that. 


I couldn't get enough of his skin and I clawed at his shirt, 
pulling at the buttons until they came away and I could bare 
his chest and drink in his muscled pecs, touching him 
greedily everywhere that I could. My lips couldn't get 
enough of him. 


On his large couch, when he stripped my dress off I 
wrapped my thighs tight around his waist, groaning 
greedily at the press of his arousal. He was so hard he was 
trying to punch through the fabric of his pants and his 
seams were in danger of ripping apart like he was the 
Incredible Hulk. I already knew his cock was monstrous, 
but now I knew exactly what it felt like buried deep inside 
me, I wasn't afraid of it any longer. 


The only thing I knew was that I had to have him again and 
again, and I wanted him to come deep inside me because 
that was the only way I'd know for sure that I was his. I 
wanted that. When I was with him nothing else mattered. 


Crazy for him and feeling starved of his touch even though 
he couldn't get much closer to me, I tugged at his fly, 
pulling the button open and the zipper peeled down all on 
its own. And then I was tugging his pants down over his 
hips and he was kicking them away. 


This time I felt more confident, knowing that I knew how it 
was going to go. I wasn't a clueless virgin any longer and 


pussy was already dripping wet for him as though it 
remembered exactly what his cock felt like. 


Words deserted me, but it didn't matter as I shoved the 
waistband of his boxers down and shimmied out of my 
panties, greedy for more of his hot skin and his throbbing 
sex burning right against mine. I shuddered with need, 
clenching my thighs hard around him, desperate to draw 
him closer. 


His eyes were dark and dangerous with lust and he let outa 
low, thrumming growl, pulling me even harder against him. 
I squeezed my hand between us, grabbing Valentin's thick, 
pulsing cock and splayed my thighs as wide as they would 


go. 


He shifted, on his knees as I lined his fat, hot head against 
my entrance and he pushed between my slick pussy lips. I 
gasped as he breached me, not quite prepared for the 
stretch his girth demanded, but he covered my mouth with 
his own, kissing me hard as he shifted his hips and wave, 
after wave of glorious pleasure swam through my veins. 


"Valentin!" 


His hips pistoned faster, until I could barely cling on and 
there was nothing for me to do but lie there and take it, my 
head thrown back with abandon as everything exploded 
into a world of red and swirling color behind my eyelids. 


He kept on going through the swell of my first orgasm and 
the rising push of the next flowed right on into it until I was 
so sensitive I could hardly take any more. 


I heard myself whimper, barely knowing whether I wanted 
him to stop or keep going, and I clawed my hands down his 
back, clinging on for all that I was worth. After this, I wasn't 
going to be able to walk right for a week, but I didn't care. 


Right when I thought he was about to come inside me, 
Valentin scooped me up with his arms under my bare ass so 
that I had to cling to him, desperate not to let him slide out 
of my body. I clung to him as he got to his feet, groaning at 
the shift his rigid shaft made inside me. Everything was 
hotter than before and I was thoroughly impaled. 


On the way to his bedroom, he slammed me up against the 
corridor wall, and I came again with him ploughing me 
against it. The man was a dynamo and there was nothing 
stopping him. When he finally pushed his bedroom door 
open and we collapsed down onto his bed, I locked my 
ankles around his waist and he thrust long and hard and 
slow half a dozen times before his whole body tensed. 


My pussy clenched around him, clinging on to coax out all 
that it could get as he painted my insides with all the come 
his balls had been holding onto. I kissed him hard, unable to 
do anything else but tremble and shake, delirious from the 
pleasure he'd wracked through me. 


Valentin turned me into a gibbering wreck, but I didn't give 
the slightest damn. In his arms I was the safest I'd ever 
been, and it was exactly where I wanted to stay. 


When I finally stopped shaking, Valentin rolled off me and 
pulled me under the sheets with him. Sweaty and delirious, 
it took me long minutes to get my breath back, but it didn't 
matter. I was right where I was supposed to be, in 
Valentin's large bed, stretched out against his chest. There 
wasn't anywhere else in the world I would have rather been 
and stayed right there all the way through until morning. 


I woke up from what felt like the best dream in the world to 
realize that it was all real life. Snuggling in against 
Valentin's side was the best feeling in the world. 


"Valentin?" I whispered, and he tilted his head, lifting it 
from the pillow to squint at me. 


"My love?" 
"I want you to meet my parents." 


Valentin's sleepy smile burst onto his face with a rush of 
warmth I hadn't been expecting. "I would like nothing more 
in the world." 


"Really?" 


"Really. I will show them that you are in good hands with 
me." 


"You don't think I'm being silly - that it's too soon?" 


"Why would it be too soon? This, between us, this is strong. 
It's not going anywhere. They should know that I plan on 
being with you for a very long time. I want them to be 
happy for you." 


"I think they will be. Once they get to know you." 


Valentin let out a short grunted laugh. "You think they will 
worry that I am too old for you?" 


I met his eyes, but I felt myself chew on my lower lip. "I 
don't know. Even if they do, it doesn't matter. You're the 
only man I've ever felt like this about. You're the only man 
who makes me happy, so they'll just have to get used to it." 


Valentin's gaze on me intensified, and suddenly I was very 
aware that he was looking at me exactly the same way he 
had right before we ended up in his bedroom the night 
before. 


"You're beautiful, Mia," he said, voice all gravelly and low as 
he pulled me into another slow, winding kiss full of 
everything he wanted to do to me and more. 


I didn't want to pull away, but- "Wait - wait. I have to go to 
work." 


He let out a grumble, shifting his hands over my hips and 
pulling me harder in against his already straining erection. 
"Call in sick." 


"Valentin, I can't..." 


It must have taken everything he had in him to pull away 
and he did so with a fierce groan. Sitting up abruptly on the 
edge of the bed, his bare feet flat on the floor he sat there 
for a single deep breath before he stood up and pulled on a 
fresh pair of boxers before he strode across the room and 
out into the hall. 


"Stay there." 


With the covers pulled up over my breasts, I did what he 
said and a moment later he was back in the doorway, 
erection still standing tall. His eyes roved over me again, 
but it was as though he didn't trust himself to step any 
closer. 


He threw something and it landed with a heavy drop onto 
the sheets. "For you." 


I picked up a set of keys and looked at him quizzically. 
"What?" 


"I want you to come and go as you please. I meant what I 
said: my house is your house." 


My eyes widened, and my smile felt like it was going to split 
my face right open. "Really? I love that. Thank you!" 


I gripped the set of keys hard in my palm, half thinking that 
I must still be dreaming. 


"Really, Mia. Stop doubting this, there is nothing I want 
more than to be with you." 


"Not even Moscow?" 


“Not even the world. Now get out of my bed before I tie you 
to it and keep you as my prisoner all day." 


I laughed. "That sounds all kinds of tempting. Maybe I 
should stay here after all..." 


My hair was still damp from the hurried shower I'd taken 
before I left Valentin's when I rushed past the couple of 
overly muscled men in suits on the door of the theater on 
my way to the rehearsal studio. I was barely in time to set 
my bag down by the wall and strap my shoes on before we 
were due to start, but for the first time in years I didn't 
care. I was glowing with everything the morning had 
brought, and there was no way that I was going to be able 
to get Valentin out of my head all day. 


I could still feel the stretch of him inside me, and the 
discomfort of never before used muscles was only going to 
become more evident when I flexed. It felt like everything 
had changed, and somehow I was surprised that I was the 
only one who knew it. It felt like Eva should have been able 
to take one look at me and know that I was in a real 
relationship now, that Valentin was truly mine. But she had 
her own preoccupations when she came over to me. 


"Did you see those two guys on the door?" 


I nodded, looking back over my shoulder automatically, 
even though the door had fallen closed behind me and 
there was the whole length of corridor between them and 
us as well. I'd hardly looked at them and they'd hardly 


looked at me, but now that she mentioned it, it was a little 
bit strange. 


"Yeah. What's all that about?" 


Eva shrugged. "They've been checking everyone's bags and 
only letting you through if your name's on the list." 


My eyebrows darted up towards my hairline. "Seriously?" 
They hadn't checked anything at all to do with me; I'd just 
walked right past them. So what did that mean? 


"There must have been some kind of security threat to the 
theater." 


"A security threat? Really?" 


"Oh, you know. Somebody who wants to plant a bomb or 
something." 


I frowned at her, suddenly feeling alarmed. The voice of my 
mother started panicking in my head, demanding I get right 
on the first flight back home. "In the Bolshoi Theatre?" 


She shrugged, seemingly laid back about it all. "Last year 
we had animal rights activists complaining about the 
feathers the costume designer used for the Swan Lake 
tutus." 


I laughed. "No way." 
"You have no idea." 


I watched her tape her feet and strap on her practice 
shoes, falling quiet while I did the same. Maybe she was 
right, and all this was because of some heightened threat to 
the theater itself. That would have made the most sense. 
But I couldn't shake the feeling that maybe Valentin had 
something to do with it. After all, why else would they check 
everyone else except for me? 


But maybe that was just paranoia. 


It wasn't as though I was suddenly under threat just 
because I'd started something with Valentin. How could I 
be? Nobody aside from Eva and Maria knew about us. Not 
really. Yuri hardly counted, and why would he even care? 
The only other person was his security guy Viktor. But he 
was a good guy. I could tell he wouldn't cross Valentin even 
if his life depended on it. 


Both of us looked up as the choreographer strode into the 
room, and we scrabbled to our feet side by side, hurrying to 
take our places in the line as he clapped his hands, 
unwilling to test his patience. 


“Heads high, ladies! Posture, posture! Turn out your feet!" 


They were still there when we broke for lunch, and they 
didn't move from the door all day. One of the girls heard an 
argument between them and the front of house manager 
who wasn't going to let them set up a checkpoint to make 
the audience go through additional security when they 
already did their own checks. 


Maria gave me a pointed look across the stage, and I felt 
myself flush even though I didn't know for certain this had 
anything to do with Valentin at all. What did he think was 
going to happen to me here? The whole thing was 
ridiculous and it definitely could not go on like this, that was 
for sure. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


M: 


It felt kind of wonderful letting myself into Valentin's 
apartment when I was done with for the day. As usual, I'd 
barely had time to get myself together and grab something 
to eat before the performance, but for the first time since 
I'd arrived, it felt like I had somewhere truly homely to 
come back to afterwards, rather than just my bedroom in 
an otherwise empty place. 


Valentin had asked me to call him when I left the theater so 
that he could come and meet me, but it seemed so silly to 
do that when I knew he couldn't make the performance 
himself because work was keeping him late. 


Sneaking into his apartment to surprise him sounded better 
to me. And I couldn't stop myself from grinning as I stepped 
into the hall and rounded the corner into the main room to 
see him there, working away, fully absorbed in 
spreadsheets and paperwork. 


I cleared my throat. "Hello handsome." 


"Hello Mia." His smile when he looked up to see me 
standing there was definitely worth it. "I told you to call me 
when you were done." 


"Yeah, well. I'm a big girl." For a minute I just stood there, 
letting the feeling of being completely in the right place 
sink deep into my bones. "There were a couple of 
bodyguards checking everyone who came into the theater 
today." 


Valentin looked back to the screen of the laptop he was 
working at on the dining table, giving it more attention than 
it probably needed. "Oh yes?" 


"They wouldn't have anything to do with you, would they?" 


He stopped what he was doing, leaning back in his chair 
and folding his hands behind his head so that I caught a full 
view of the stretch of his chest and the way the fabric of his 
shirt strained across his muscles. I wondered whether he 
was trying to distract me. "Why would you say that?" 


"Oh, no reason. Only that the theater manager didn't put 
them there, and they weren't cops. And then they sat in on 
the show, like they were on presidential bodyguard duty or 
something, only there were no celebrities in the audience." 


Valentin frowned. "Fine. Yes. I sent them." 


"Valentin! You can't do that! It's really disruptive. I'm trying 
to settle in." 


“Usually I would come myself, but I had meetings I couldn't 
get out of this evening." 


"But they were there all day, Valentin! Come on. You don't 
need to guard me." 


"You don't know that. Timoshenko walked right into the 
theater..." 


I let out a huff. "I know that there's no way I'm living like 
this. Sooner or later someone's going to figure out it's me 
they're watching. You think that's going to go down well at 
the theater? The roses were bad enough. Half the dancers 
there think I'm way too big for my boots already, and the 
director's going to start thinking I'm more trouble than I'm 
worth!" 


Valentin slammed the lid of his laptop closed and let out a 
grumble. "I won't let that happen. And what was wrong 
with the roses? I thought you liked the roses?" 


"Oh my God. Yes I liked the roses. But every night? I'm the 
newest dancer in the theater and - you can't tell people 
what to think. This isn't helping me out, Valentin! I'm trying 
to start my career here, I don't need you getting in the 
way!" 


"I am not getting in your way." 


"Yeah, you kind of are. I just - I want to work my way up, 
just like anybody else. I want to prove myself, and having all 
these distractions is really not helping!" 


"So I am supposed to sit back and watch while someone 
attacks you? That's not fair." 


"No one's going to attack me! And, yeah, you know what? 
It's not fair." 


Valentin snarled, standing up sharply. But he didn't stride 
towards me, instead he stalked the width of the room like a 
caged tiger. "You're being ridiculous. I'm not getting in the 
way of anything. You're trying to do something that will 
never happen." 


"What?" I felt my eyebrows hitch up sharply. Had he just 
said that? 


"You can't work your way up. The ballet doesn't work that 
way." 


I felt myself go numb and I couldn't make myself any louder 
than a whisper in case the sudden surge of tears I could 
feel building got the better of me. "You don't know what 
you're talking about." 


"I know exactly what I am talking about. My mother used to 
have this conversation with girls just like you all the time. 
Either you are a Prima Ballerina, or your work for the 
Corps. You cannot do both." 


I shook my head. That wasn't what I wanted to hear at all. 
He didn't know what he was talking about. And he was 
painting me as some kind of clueless dreamer when the 
Opposite was true. 


"You don't just walk into being a Prima Ballerina, Valentin!" 


"No. And you do not get to be one by working yourself 
ragged dancing every night of the week without getting a 
single solo, or if you do get one, being too exhausted to 
perform at your best." 


I gritted my teeth. "There isn't any other way! This is the 
job that I have and that's the only option open to me." 


H No il 
"Excuse me?" 


"No. That is what you have been telling yourself because it 
is comfortable to be where you are. To say that you could 
not get this solo or that solo because you do not have the 
time, or that you are too tired, or that Maria is a better 
dancer. It is bullshit. She is mediocre and she always will 
be. But you are scared of the big wide world, and you want 
ballet school to continue forever." 


I swallowed hard, feeling his words hit me like the slap that 
they were. "How dare you!" 


I had tears in my eyes and fury in my chest and before I 
knew what I was doing, I crossed the room and slapped 
him. Valentin's hand bit into my wrist and he dragged my 
hand down from his face where already a red mark in the 
shape of my hand was starting to rise to the surface 
beneath the shadow of his stubble. 


"You don't know a thing about me." 


My chest was heaving with the effort of breathing through 
the rage he'd summoned, but despite myself I could feel my 
body reacting to his closeness and the ferocity of his grip. 
The last thing I ever should have wanted was him to 
manhandle me, or boss me about, but the sudden hardness 
of my nipples and the tingling in my clit was undeniable. I 
wanted him badly, even in the middle of a fight, and maybe 
all the more because of it. 


For a moment I thought he might hit me back, and I tried to 
pull away, but he held me firm. "You need to decide whether 
you want to be brave, Mia." 


"I'm here, aren't I?" 
"So what?" 


"I could have stayed back in America instead of coming all 
the way here." 


Valentin laughed and his grip on my wrist loosened. "That 
was only the first step. You have to take what you want, Mia. 
No one is ever going to give it to you just like that. I should 
know. And you will be wasted in the Corps. Even I can tell 
you that. Why would you want to torture yourself through 
the impossibility of blending in with a dozen other bland, 
tutu-clad women who couldn't hold a flame to you?" 


I eyeballed him, and snatched my arm back out of his grip, 
nursing my wrist where I could still feel the bite of his 
fingers. 


“And what do you suggest I do, oh great wise one?" 


Valentin's eyes narrowed dangerously. "Don't listen to me if 
you don't want to. I've only watched a decade of girls come 
and go from here. You think Eva wants to be a soloist? No. 
She's happy where she is. She dances in the corps because 
she loves it. You, you are different, and you need to take 
more of a risk. You want me to talk to your director, I will 
talk to your director. I will get you a leading role by next 
week if you want that." 


I gritted my teeth, all but shaking with fury. "No. Don't you 
dare." I didn't want anything just because he'd pressured 
people to get it. I wanted to get where I got on my own 
merits. 


"Well then, you'd better do something about it yourself." 


Maybe he was right, but after that little lecture I wasn't 
going to give him the pleasure of kissing him. Even if he 
was right about some of it, he wasn't right about 
everything. What did he know about the structure of the 
dancers in the theater and how they got their positions? 
And what did he think, that I could just walk up to the 
director and demand a leading role when I'd barely been in 
the company for a full month? 


Maybe that worked when you were in the Bratva and you 
got your way by flashing cash and threatening people with 
guns, but that wasn't how the ballet world worked at all. 
Not for one single minute. 


I shook my head, too furious with him now to even want him 
close. 


"I'm going home now. Good night, Valentin." 
i Mia-" 


I didn't stick around to hear whatever else he might have 
had to say. I was back out of the front door and jogging 
down the steps to the floor below with a deep ache in my 
chest. Because he was right about what I wanted, and he 
was right about Eva and maybe even Maria, and I didn't 
know how to solve the problem on my own. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


M: 


I went to bed fuming, glad that the next day I would have a 
full day away from the theater so I wouldn't have to deal 
with seeing the bodyguards again, or thinking too hard 
about whether Valentin was right about my career. 


Eva took me to Gorky Park and we spent the morning 
strolling around, soaking up the spring sunshine. It was 
exactly the outing that I had needed and I was glad that she 
had suggested it. The place reminded me of Central Park 
back in New York and it made me think of home, and how 
far away I was from all of my family. 


I hated fighting with Valentin. He'd texted a dozen times, 
apologizing in so many ways, but I hadn't known what to 
say in response. 


Halfway around the park, Eva dragged me into a little cafe 
and ordered tea. 


"Sit down. Tell me what is going on with you? Today is 
meant to be fun. Look, it is a beautiful day!" 


"I know. I'm sorry. Valentin and I had a fight last night, 
that's all." 


She took a sip of her tea and nodded for me to continue. It 
didn't take much for her to get me to tell her everything. 
Except for the stuff about the bodyguards, because I didn't 
want to freak her out. 


She shrugged. "He's right, you know. I never wanted to be a 
soloist. I like the corps. I always wanted to dance on stage 
as much as possible, and I don't care about anything else. 
Sometimes I like to push myself and take on a solo as well, if 
there is the opportunity, but it's not feasible long term 
because you can never let go of your duty to the corps. 
Mostly, I like to help bring people on and make sure that we 
are all dancing our best. I like to be part of a team. You... I 
think you are different Mia. Don't hate Valentin for seeing 
that." 


I let out a heavy sigh, nursing my cup between my hands. 
I'd always known it was going to be difficult, but I'd really 
thought that I was going about this the right way. "Well, you 
can't just start off as a soloist, can you?" 


Eva laughed. "It depends how much money you need to live 
on. But no, seriously, you would move much faster through 
the ranks if the directors and choreographers saw you as 
an individual the way they do Maria, rather than just 
another girl in the ranks. It is worth considering." 


My phone beeped again, letting me know I had another 
message and when I checked the screen it was from 
Valentin. Again. 


"He says he wants to take me out this evening, as an 
apology. That he knows he crossed a line and he'd have 
reacted the same way if I told him how best to do his job." 
My heart clenched. I couldn't have wished for a more 


perfect man. What was I doing giving him the cold 
shoulder? 


Eva looked at me and took another sip of her tea. "And what 
are you going to tell him?" 


I exhaled heavily and unlocked my phone to type out a 
reply. "That I'm sorry too. And I'd love to go out with him 
tonight." 


Eva beamed." Good. I think that is the best plan." 


There was a package waiting for me when we got in from 
the park after lunch and Maria rolled her eyes when she 
handed it to me. "You might want to tell Valentin that I am 
not your personal servant to be taking all of your 
deliveries." 


Eva gave me a wide eyed look behind her back as Maria 
flounced off back to her bedroom and closed the door 
solidly behind her. I couldn't stop myself from giggling. 


"I think that she is jealous," Eva said. "Yuri never brought 
her gifts. What do you think it is?" 


The box was large but light and I shook my head. "I have no 
idea. He really didn't need to do this." 


Eva shrugged, quirking her lips into an excited smile. "But 
he did. And now you have to open it!" 


I laughed at Eva's enthusiasm and let her drag me through 
to my bedroom where we both flopped down onto my bed. 


The box was in two parts and I took the lid off to reveal 
tissue paper which I tore into. Inside the folds was a 
beautiful pale dress. Classy and elegant, and from the label, 
very very designer. "Oh my God." 


I held it up against myself, turning to look in the full length 
mirror, and Eva let out a laugh and clapped her hands. "Oh 
my God. He's going to take you somewhere really fancy." 


I looked back over to her, suddenly realizing what she'd 
said. "Do you think so?" The thought kind of filled me with 
terror. Despite all the classical ballet, I wasn't exactly a 
fancy kind of girl. I was pretty positive I'd wind up 
embarrassing myself. 


"Why else would he give you a dress like this? Do you have 
shoes to match? A handbag?" 


"Uh..." I frowned at her, already turning towards my closet 
even though I knew I had nothing even remotely classy 
enough. Whenever I had money, it all went to dance shoes 
or clothes for training. I had too many pairs of split-soled 
sneakers and not enough pairs of heels. Not that I'd ever 
really needed any, apart from for character dancing lessons. 


Eva rolled her eyes at me. "Are you telling me that you have 
never had a nice man take you out to a nice restaurant?" 


I wrinkled my nose. "I was kind of busy, back home, with all 
the dancing. And anyway, who would have taken me on a 
date? I mean, you know what ballet boys are like." 


Eva snickered. "They will compete with you over who eats 
the fewest lettuce leaves." 


"Exactly." 


"Well, lucky for you, I have the perfect pair of shoes. I think 
that we are the same size. And you can borrow a handbag 
to match. And you will look beautiful." 


"Oh, thank you Eva, so much. That's amazing." 


She grinned. "It's not so amazing. You will have to find out if 
he has a single brother, or a cousin... Perhaps a very 


handsome friend..." 


I giggled. "I will do my very best, I promise. You're a really 
great friend." 


"I hope so. You are a nice girl, Mia. It is good to see you 
starting to figure out what you really want out of being 
here, and seeing you enjoy yourself. No one can dance 
properly well when they have no experience to influence 
them." 


I pressed my lips together, thinking of Valentin. "You know, 
you're not the only one who's told me that lately." 


"That is because I am right." 


Valentin 


I regretted our argument as soon as we had it. Maybe I 
should have followed Mia out into the hall and dragged her 
back inside my apartment, but I knew the benefit of 
allowing someone to cool down. The fight was the part that 
I regretted, but I didn't doubt that I'd said what Mia needed 
to hear. She was far better than the role in the Bolshoi 
company that she had taken on, and unless she started 
believing in herself she wasn't going to do anything other 
than work herself into the ground, trying to take on too 
much. 


All the same, my mother had taught me well, and I wasn't 
too proud to apologize as many times as I needed to in 
order for her to accept it. Not a single part of me thought 
that this was something that might be the end of us. A 
simple fight couldn't erode what we had together and I 
didn't think that Mia thought it could either. At least, I 
didn't until she gave me no response at all. 


I knew she had a day off, and I saw that she had certainly 
received the messages, so why wasn't she responding, even 
if just to tell me to get lost? By mid morning, I was at the 
point of physically tracking her down, and finally her reply 
came through. 


Forgiveness, as though I had ever doubted it would be. The 
air rushed out of my lungs, taking with it all the tension in 
my shoulders. Viktor raised a brow at me, and I shook my 
head, pocketing my phone again. 


"I nearly lost something very precious. Remind me not to 
act as though I have all the answers in the world." 


Viktor laughed. "I'm sure you didn't do that." 
"Maybe not. It doesn't matter now, anyway." 
"It's good that it is all sorted now." 


"Nearly." Until tonight I wouldn't know for sure whether 
Mia was still licking her wounds and holding what I'd said 
against me. But I didn't think she was the type to hold a 
grudge. I'd have to change my tactics and find a way to 
support her dancing career, however she decided to pursue 
it, even if it pained me to watch her work herself so hard. 


Being there to support her was the only option. As far as I 
was concerned, we were together now, and that wasn't ever 
going to change. 


I knew Mia would look good in the little white dress I had 
picked out for her, but when she walked into the lobby, all of 
my expectations were exceeded. Strapless, it showed her 
bare shoulders to perfection, just the way a tutu did, but 
there was no ballerina here. The sweep of the skirt clung 
perfectly to her hourglass shape, making her look classy 
and grown up, and fully the woman that I knew she was. It 


was all I could do not to drag her right back to the elevator 
and take her back up to my apartment. 


But I had promised her a night out, and that was exactly 
what I was going to give her. Even if I had to ignore the dull 
ache of my balls needing release from the multiple times I 
was going to get hard around her. Already my cock stood to 
attention at the sway in her hips as she crossed the room 
towards me, and I momentarily regretted just how short the 
skirt was. 


I should have picked out a floor length dress with a skirt full 
of ruffles and a neckline that went right up to her chin so 
nobody else could look at her. But then I wouldn't have the 
thrill of everyone knowing the most beautiful woman in the 
room was mine. 


"You look beautiful," I told her, meaning every single word 
as I took her in my arms, and kissed her with as much 
restraint as I could muster. "There's only one thing 
missing." 


From my jacket pocket, I pulled out a jewelry box and 
Snapped it open to reveal a golden key shaped pendant, 
with a heart shape as the top, encircling a diamond. The 
whole thing was suspended on a thin chain, and I knew it 
would look perfect nestled just below her collarbone. 


"Valentin, it's too much!" 


I shook my head at her objection. "It's not enough. Turn 
around. I will put it on you." 


I would never get enough of the way her skin flushed when 
I paid her a compliment. She glanced back over her 
shoulder at me as I came in close holding the necklace 
open. She met my eyes and I knew that whatever had 


passed the night before, things were going to be okay 
between us now. "It's lovely." 


"The key to my heart. It had to be yours." I grinned, leaning 
down to dust a row of kisses along the sweep of her 
shoulder, making her skin goose pimple beneath my touch. 
She shivered lightly, sweeping her hair out of the way of me 
doing up the catch and she glanced over her shoulder again 
at me with the most perfect smile. Happiness made her 
glow, lighting her features from within and I knew right 
then that wherever our relationship took us, I had no option 
but to make her mine. My instincts were never going to let 
me simply let her go. 


“Where are we going?" she asked as I took her arm and led 
her out into the night air to where Arkadi had a car waiting 
for us. 


“One of our nightclubs. Tonight you get to see the other side 
of my life and what it is to be part of the Bratva in this city. 
It's not all bad, I promise you." 


Mia grinned, and stretched up on her toes to kiss me. "I 
never said it was. I can't wait." 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 


M: 


Like a total gentleman, Valentin opened the car door for 
me, and I slid across the leather seat into the back of the 
limo to make room for him next to me. I'd never been inside 
the kind of car that had deeply tinted windows at the back 
and a screen between us and the driver, let alone a minibar 
fridge. 


"Wow." 


Valentin pulled out a couple of glasses and popped the top 
on a bottle of champagne, and I giggled as the ridiculous 
luxury of all of this hit me. "Do you do this every time you go 
out?" 


"Usually, I don't go out, except for business. But now I have 
you to go out with, and that's worth celebrating." 


I laughed, thoroughly flattered, but knowing from the 
intensity in Valentin's eyes that he really meant it. Maybe he 
should have been smooth and full of lines that no one could 
trust just because he could have had any woman he wanted 


in Moscow, but I knew he wasn't like that. He was sincere 
and passionate and protective, generous and kind, and the 
more time I spent with him, the more I realized that he 
truly wanted me to be more than just some girl on his arm. 


He valued me enough to tell me that I wasn't striving for 
enough in my career; to tell me the truth even when it 
wasn't something I wanted to hear. I hoped that I could do 
the same for him some day, and make him realize that I 
cared just as much about every part of his life as he seemed 
to so quickly care about mine. For now though, all of that 
felt too deep to vocalize, especially when tonight was clearly 
supposed to be about having fun. 


I smiled at him and raised my glass. "I'll drink to that." 


Going out to clubs wasn't something I'd really had time for 
back at home, but I realized as soon as we pulled up outside 
Red Square, that it wasn't the kind of place I ever would 
have been let into on my own. 


This was no standard nightclub with girls in party wear 
lining around the block to get in. The doorway wasn't even 
obvious, and there was no line at all, just a beefy looking 
bouncer who looked like he'd stepped straight out of an 
‘80's action movie and was ready to whip some nunchucks 
out of the back pocket of his suit pants if anybody tried to 
start any trouble. 


Valentin got out first, offering me his arm to help me out of 
the car - which I was grateful for once I figured out that 
teetering on Eva's borrowed heels was a whole lot more 
complicated than walking on tiptoe because the soles of the 
shoes were too rigid to let me properly feel the ground. I 
felt like a celebrity being walked into some exclusive venue 
when Valentin nodded to the bouncer, and he unhooked the 
velvet chain strung across the entrance to let us pass. 


This wasn't the world I was used to, but I could get used to 
the glamor of it if I had to. Already I had noticed several 
people taking pictures of us, and there was a low level hum 
of chatter that started up around us as Valentin walked us 
in towards the bar. 


The place was beautiful, decked out in expensive looking 
wooden veneers, with low pendant lights and marble 
surfaces everywhere, giving it a decadent retro vibe. It was 
clear that no costs had been spared in putting it together. 
Around the bar were plush, high walled booths, where 
there were a variety of Moscow's wealthy elite all having a 
good time. 


Towards the back there was a roulette wheel and a table 
with a dealer, where people were playing blackjack. I tried 
not to let my jaw hinge open as I looked around, but I was 
half expecting a Bond villain to step out from behind a 
velvet curtain, clutching a large, fluffy Persian cat. 


"This place is amazing. You run it?" 


Valentin shrugged. "It's one arm of my personal business 
ventures." 


"Wait, personal? I thought it was all.. " I dropped my voice, 
glancing over my shoulder to check no one was close 
enough to listen in. "Bratva." 


Valentin laughed. "Mia, my darling. Money in, money out, it 
all jumbles around. I get paid the same as anyone else does, 
and I have access to our... specialized accountants, to help 
me make the best use of my assets." 


I bit my lip, still a little confused. "So, it is Bratva?" 


His smile glinted. "It's a very gray area. Purposefully so. 
Who is to say?" He signaled the barman, and ordered 
cognac for himself and some kind of cocktail for me. 


My eyes lit up when I saw it - a raspberry concoction with 
egg white frothed to a sugary thickness swirled through it. 
“Anna Pavlova. I had the barman invent it. After our most 
famous ballerina. She already has a dessert, so why not a 
cocktail too?" 


I laughed, taking my first sip and closing my eyes in delight. 
"It's so good. You really had them invent it?" 


"Why not? I will get them to invent a Mia Peterson, and it 
will be even more popular. A sensation. Just like you." 


I dusted against his arm in a playful shove and he leaned in 
to kiss me, his lingering lips promising all the hot, dirty 
things he was going to do to me when we got home. I loved 
that he never hesitated in showing the world just how much 
he wanted me. 


I knew I wasn't the only one to appreciate just how 
gorgeous he looked in his dark, tailored suit and slim fitting 
shirt that clung just enough to show the bulge of his 
muscles that all his hard work against the punching bag in 
the mornings helped him to carve out. I could feel so many 
eyes on me, and when I looked up, sure enough, there was 
more than one catty glare darted in my direction from a 
perfectly made-up face. 


I didn't care. Valentin was mine, and I knew he'd never 
wanted any of them. These model-worthy sex symbols didn't 
even turn his head, because his eyes were all on me and I 
knew they were never going anywhere. And knowing that 
was the sexiest thing in the world. 


I felt myself flush, and my pulse quickened as I darted my 
eyes up to meet his. "Isn't there somewhere we could go. 
Here." 


Valentin's eyes darkened with lust, zoning in on mine with a 
sudden, fierce intensity. "Don't tease me, Mia. You'll be 
sorry." 


I bit my lower lip, and slowly rose up onto my tiptoes to kiss 
at the shell of his ear, dropping my voice to a ragged 
whisper. "What if I'm not teasing?" 


I couldn't keep the smile off my face as Valentin pulled me 
close, Valentin bowed, extending his hand to me, and I 
laughed as I took it. With his arm raised over my head, he 
spun me and then he was right there, up close, draping my 
arms around his shoulders. Somehow the crowd made 
space for us, wrapping us up in the fog of other people, but 
they could have been a million miles away. The only man I 
had eyes for was Valentin. 


I loved this. Loved the way I could feel the flex of his body 
beneath his shirt and the warmth of him seeping through to 
me. Loved moving to music I didn't know, with the beat 
pulsing through both of our bodies. 


His knee nudged between my sticky thighs as he turned me 
on the spot, grinding me close in a slow dance that was 
dirty and suggestive, and like nothing I'd ever done before. 
It made me think about everything he'd done to me, and 
everything I still wanted to experience at his hands. 


I loved the way he held me close, his hands on me like there 
was no one else watching. I could have cared less if they 
were. 


Dancing was what I loved, and I'd always thought that 
ballet had my heart, but Valentin was proving to me that he 
was the only one that owned it, and dancing with him, free 
and without technique or focus on steps, was the most alive 
I'd ever felt. 


I reached up to kiss him, and drew his head down to mine, 
desperate to talk into his ear, despite the volume of the 
music around us, because suddenly there was something I 
really needed him to know. 


"Valentin, I'm falling in love with you." 


His eyes were nothing but warmth when he looked at me, 
and his smile was the widest I'd ever seen. "Good," he said, 
voice strong against the base. "I already fell. I love you , 
Mia. I love you too." 


CHAPTER TWENTY 


M: 


We stayed out until the early hours of the morning and I 
didn't once think about what time I had to be awake again. I 
was having too much fun. I felt like Cinderella, whisked 
away to the ball with her Prince Charming, without a care 
for what the next day brought with it. 


We tumbled into the back of Valentin's car, kissing like a 
pair of teenagers, and Valentin tapped on the partition to 
let the driver know he should take us home. 


As soon as we pulled in, he scooped me up in his arms and 
carried me up all the stairs in the building, right to the top 
floor. I couldn't stop laughing, couldn't stop trying to kiss 
him, and he kept sucking on my lips and pausing at each 
landing to kiss me ever more thoroughly. When we finally 
reached his front door, and he opened it, letting us tumble 
inside, he fell on me with a ravenous kind of hunger. 


His hands were everywhere all at once, tugging at my 
clothes without a care for whether he ripped them clean off 
me, and I didn't care either. 


There was something deeply arousing about the way he had 
to have me, right then and there. He made me feel like the 
sexiest woman in the world, and who was I to argue with 
that? 


Kissing him back until my knees went weak was a good 
enough distraction to stop myself from remembering his 
boss was also the boss of one of the world's foremost 
criminal organizations. And that one day, all of that would 
be Valentin's. 


I loved the strength of his grip when his arms came around 
me, and I loved that he never seemed to hold himself back. 
With my arms around his shoulder and my hands wrapped 
in his hair, I had no plans of letting his mouth get very far 
away from mine. 


His kisses were the only thing I needed after a night like 
this. And I wanted them on every part of my body. 


Valentin growled, sucking my lower lip into his mouth and I 
hissed in a sharply aroused breath at the nip of his teeth 
against my soft, delicate skin. He knew exactly what I 
wanted and exactly what I liked. 


Roughly, he spread my legs, his hand snaking up my bare 
inner thigh right up inside my skirt. He tugged my panties 
down by the crotch, but I had no desire to fight him. One 
handed, he tugged at his belt and pulled his fly open, only 
shucking his dress pants to round his hips to let the long, 
heavy length of his steely, perfect cock spring up against my 
belly. 


My pussy tingled in anticipation, and hitched my skirt about 
my hips, keen to give him all the access he deserved. I drew 
in another sharp breath as he pushed his fat, blunt arousal 
in against me, radiating impossible heat through the greedy 
lips of my pussy. I groaned with need and my hips rocked in 


against him, encouraging him to press in against the 
slickness of my pussy. I was already so wet for him, so ready. 
I didn't want to wait. The only thing I needed was his 
perfect cock driving into me and filling me up with his seed. 


"Oh Valentin..." 
"Fuck, Mia. I love you so much." 


Valentin growled, and I drew in a sharp breath as he took 
himself in hand and lined his leaking head solidly against 
my pussy. He drove in hard and my body clenched around 
him, relishing the intrusion and the depth and strength of 
his thrust. I loved the feel of him breaching me, stretching 
me so much I wasn't sure that I could take it. But I knew my 
body always would, even as it felt like my eyes were going 
to roll back and I was going to pass out at the gorgeous, 
breathless fullness of him speared inside me. 


He barely let me catch my breath before he was thrusting 
into me, walking me with my thighs clenched desperately 
around his sides. I couldn't do a thing but cling on and let 
myself ride him and I loved the chafing rub of our clothes, 
reminding me just how desperate we were for each other. 


Every driving thrust of his hips had him bottoming out deep 
inside me, and my world exploded far too quickly into an 
overload of sensation. 


“Ohmygod. Valentin-" 


But even as I shuddered with the waves of my orgasm, he 
held me up, still thrusting and I knew he wasn't done with 
me yet. 


Through to the bedroom, he dropped me down onto my 
back and he had to fight me to pull away because I had my 
legs clamped so tightly around him. I wanted his seed in me 
with a desperate certainty that I'd never felt before. Some 


primal part of me knew that what I craved most was for him 
to put his child inside me, and it wasn't going to be 
deterred. 


But Valentin's strength won out, and he gripped his 
throbbing cock around the base, stripping my dress from 
my shoulders and pulling it down around my waist. I 
shivered at the shock of cool air against my bare breasts, 
watching his face contort in unguarded pleasure as he 
emptied his load in thick, long ropes across my belly and my 
breasts. 


I was gasping, panting from the eroticism of the show, and 
before I knew what I was doing, I trailed my fingers 
through the sticky puddles of his cum that were rapidly 
cooling on my skin, and rubbed them along my sides. 


"Yes," he groaned, dropping down against my hips and 
smoothing his own large hands along the path mine were 
taking, spreading his cum along every inch of exposed skin. 
"You are mine," he growled, and I'd never known anything 
to be so true in all of my life. 


I nodded breathlessly, hopelessly aroused by the idea of him 
marking me, longing for nothing more than to know that he 
had painted me all over with his seed. 


"All yours. Oh God, Valentin, I am. I always will be." 


I'd meant it more than I realized when I'd said the night 
before that I belonged to him. Waking up in his arms was 
more perfect than I could have imagined, and I turned in 
against his warm chest, kissing at his pecs through the light 
dusting of hair that ran across them. 


Valentin stirred gently, stroking his hand down my bare 
back before he even opened his eyes and his smile made 
him look lazy and sated, just the way I felt. I wanted to 
stretch like a cat and then rub myself all over him, just like 
he'd rubbed himself all over me the night before. 


“Good morning," I whispered when he opened his eyes to 
blink at me. His large hand cupped my face, and he pulled 
me in, drawing me against his lips. When I slipped my thigh 
over his legs, suddenly I had the evidence of just how 
pleased he was to see me. 


I grinned, tilting my hips in against him a little more keenly. 
"Hello there." 


Valentin let out a grumbled groan, shifting his hips up to 
meet mine with a lazy thrust. "Can I help what you do to 
me? It's not my fault. Around you, I'm always three seconds 
from being as hard as a rock. You do this. This is all yours." 


Those words shouldn't have flushed heat through me, but 
they did. I knew Valentin was attracted to me, that he liked 
me, but I hadn't thought his reaction was so visceral, so 
undeniably primal every single time. Slowly, I circled my 
fingers around his girth, pulling his cock up between us and 
I started up a slow stroke as he locked eyes with me. 


"I like that it's mine," I told him. "I wouldn't want anyone 
else to have it." 


Valentin lay back against the pillows with me on top, 
watching me through half closed lids, his breathing slow 
and steady as I worked his cock in my hand, seeing heat 
rise into his skin with every pass of my palm across his 
mushroom head. 


"Good," he breathed, and I saw the struggle it must be 
taking him to lie still and let me have my fun. 


The alarm clock sounded, and he reached out to swat it off. 
"Oh, we should go to the studio." 


Valentin let out a growl. "Don't you dare stop. We will have 
plenty of exercise right here." 


"Oh will we indeed?" 
"I will make sure of it." 


Suddenly, all that laziness had disappeared and the man I 
was Straddling was fully awake. Valentin flipped me onto my 
back in one deft move, pinning my arms on either side of my 
head. 


"Let me show you the silks I use to bind my knuckles." His 
voice was a rumbling whisper, hot and dangerous against 
my skin as his lips drew down my throat, and along my 
collarbone. 


He rifled in his bedside table, sure enough coming up with a 
pair of neatly rolled hand wraps that I'd seen him wind onto 
himself before he went at the punchbag. With a flick, he 
unfurled the first one and I gasped as he wrapped the wide 
fabric tight around my wrist and up along my palm. He 
didn't reach my knuckles. Instead, he looped the silk 
through the struts at the head of his bed and I felt myself 
flush hot with arousal. 


"You like this?" 


I tugged on the restraint, testing its staying power, already 
pleased with the bite of the fabric into my skin. How did he 
know I liked that prickle of the beginnings of pain, that by 
now it was something I used to help me focus, and I wanted 
to focus on nothing but him. I nodded, suddenly filled with a 
rush of confidence as I tipped my chin up, holding his eyes 
with mine. "I like this. Tie me tighter." 


His grin broke out and he reached for my other wrist, 
pulling hard enough to make me groan with bliss and then 
suspending my arms taut above me, prone and wide. 


I wasn't expecting him to duck down beneath the sheets 
and trail his burning tongue along my body until I writhed 
and begged and gasped. But he did it, and I was breathless, 
delirious, and faintly bruised from straining at the silks by 
the time he came up for air. He must have been part lizard, 
because he flickered his tongue in and out of me, drinking 
in my juices like he'd never grow tired and I had to beg for 
him to stop, because I didn't know how to take any more. 


"Valentin, please. I need you." 


The night before hadn't been enough. I was beginning to 
think that nothing ever would be. 


I wasn't expecting him to pull the sheets clean off me, 
leaving me naked and exposed, or to take another two rolls 
of silk and wrap my ankles with the same cross strap lacing 
I used to tie my shoes, but it made me breathless with 
arousal. With Valentin, I always felt safe, and I longed to be 
entirely at his mercy. 


He kissed along the length of my thigh with such intensity 
and focus, and all I could do was watch him, flexing my 
ankles and pointing my toes as he tightened the silk, 
making me groan. By then I knew what he had planned, but 
it still sent a charged thrum right to my clit when he slipped 
the ends of the silk through the struts at the end of the bed 
and pulled them tight. 


Spreadeagled in the center of the mattress, I could barely 
even bend my knees, and every single inch of me was on 
display as Valentin knelt over me. My eyes locked onto his 
perfect cock, dribbling pre-cum from the angry-looking red 
fleshy head. From where I was pinned, he seemed even 


larger than ever, far larger than I remembered him being 
and his cock visibly pulsed as he took his time looking me 
over, drinking me in. 


“God, you're beautiful." 


When he pushed inside me, he took his sweet time and I 
could have sworn I felt every single inch. He made me 
desperate for him, delirious with the overload of sensation 
that flooded all over every inch of my skin. 


I was breathless, panting, desperate for him, and all I could 
do was writhe on the bed and let him do exactly what he 
wanted. There was nothing I wanted more than to be 
exactly here like this. 


"Valentin." 


"I think you're going to have to take a sick day, Mia. You're 
definitely running a fever. The only remedy is to stay in bed. 
But don't you worry. I will keep you company." 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 


\ / alentin 


Since our outing to the club, Mia had treated my home as 
her home, and I loved that it was my apartment that she 
came home to at the end of the day. I wouldn't have had it 
any other way. She still kept her things downstairs on the 
floor below, but I knew it would only be a matter of time 
before she gave up the pretense that she lived anywhere 
other than with me. 


Viktor had moved more permanently to the hotel, and I was 
glad for the privacy. Together, it felt like we were really 
making my apartment a home in a way that I had never 
quite managed on my own. 


Everything was perfect, except that I had yet to meet her 
parents, and Mia clearly valued their opinions. I hadn't let 
myself worry that they might try to change her mind about 
me before I witnessed the flurry of nerves Mia turned into 
when she started preparing for the meal we planned to 
share with them, via Skype. 


All afternoon she had been slaving away, preparing all kinds 
of things in the kitchen. I'd delivered the ingredients that 
she had requested and then stepped back when she 
ushered me out of the room, knowing better than to get in 
her way. I was there to help when she asked for it, but 
otherwise, I was keeping my head down. 


"What are you making?" 


"It's Mom's meatloaf recipe. And it's got to be perfect. This 
is her signature dish." 


I couldn't stop myself from smiling at Mia's panic. "My 
darling, she is not going to be here. She will not taste it." 


The tension in Mia's lips told me that was the wrong thing 
to say. "That's not the point. We're here and my parents are 
all the way in New York, and I want this to be as close toa 
family dinner together as possible. So, I want it to be 
exactly like it would be if they were here. And anyway, 
you're here, and I want it to taste good!" 


The idea of a family dinner by Skype had come to her when 
she'd watched me take some of my business calls, and there 
was nothing I could do to talk her out of it. How could I 
argue with the woman? All I wanted was to make her happy 
and if that meant sitting down to eat with her parents, then 
it was the least that I could do. She seemed to think that a 
good meal together would erase any concerns they might 
possibly have. 


I was a little more skeptical. 
"You are sure you want to do this?" 


"Yes, Valentin. For the millionth time. So, set up the camera 
like you said you would. Please?" 


"What if your father bans you from seeing me?" 


She stopped, looking up from the pile of potatoes that she 
was peeling for the mashed potato. "He's half a world away. 
He's not going to stop me from doing anything. But I really 
would like you all to get on. This is important to me." 


I leaned across the counter top, taking her chin in my hand 
and settling a gentle kiss against her lips. Mostly because I 
couldn't trust myself to take more and not need to ravage 
her all over again. "Then it is important to me too. I wish 
that you could have met my mother. I think that the pair of 
you would have got along." 


The tension in her shoulders eased and the look in her eyes 
warmed me through with affection. I nodded to the pile of 
waiting vegetables. 


“How many are you feeding? Let me give you a hand, and 
then I will help you to relax in the shower, hm?" 


Mia grinned and rolled her eyes at me. "There's no point 
making half quantities. It'll just dry out. Plus, the leftovers 
are good. And I bet my roommates will demolish them. So, 
shush. And tell me more about how you're going to relax 
me." 


"Well, I have very clever hands." 
"Oh, you do?" 


“Mmhm. I think that you know this already. I can massage 
your shoulders and your neck. Your beautiful legs." 


Mia bit her lip, her cheeks flushed slightly and the speed of 
her chopping slowing right down. "I like your messages." 


"I like your body, so that makes us even." 


She laughed. "What else?" 


I widened my eyes in mock shock. "What else? This is not 
enough? You must be very, very worked up. I will have to be 
very good to you, hm? I think I will fuck you with my fingers 
until your knees are weak and you're clenching around 
them, begging for more." 


Across the other side of the island, Mia nodded. "Uh huh." 
"You will need a lot of kisses." 

"So many kisses." 

"All over your skin." 


I'd thought that Mia's nipples were already hard, but they 
seemed to take on a new level of tenseness beneath the 
fabric of her top as I carried on talking and it was beautiful 
to see her react to me so bodily. Gratifying to know that it 
wasn't just me who was held hostage by the constant need 
for more of her. 


"That sounds real good." 


“And perhaps you will need me to remind you that you are 
mine." 


Mia met my eyes across the counter top and she set the 
knife down with a suddenly shaky hand. "How will you do 
that?" 


"I can think of more than a few ways, but I will definitely 
leave you something to think about through dinner. I want 
you to be sore and bruised and aching all the while you talk 
to your parents, looking like their perfect daughter. But 
beneath your clothes you will know every mark that I have 
left on you." 


Her chest heaved with the effort of breathing and she let 
out a little groan, pressing herself against the edge of the 
counter. I rounded the island unit, my arms were on either 


side of her body, pressing my restrained erection against 
her perfect ass and I felt her shiver with arousal as I 
ground my hips in hard against her. 


"Oh God. Valentin, I really have to get this in the oven." 


I wanted to kiss and bite and suck bruises through her skin, 
bind her wrists and ankles tight enough that she would feel 
it even when the silk of the restraints were gone. 


"I am doing nothing to stop you." 


"Oh you know that's not true at all." 


Mia 


Despite all my perfect plans, dinner was nearly ruined after 
Valentin picked me up and dragged me to the shower, 
stripping off every single thing I was wearing with his teeth. 
As he promised, he left his marks on me. Deep, dark hickies 
marred my ribcage and my belly and I could still feel the 
tingle in my wrists and the deep pull of my strained muscles 
in my thighs where he'd forced them as wide as they would 
go to pound into me as deep as he was able. I was glad my 
parents were only going to be with us through the video 
link, because I was struggling to walk without wincing. 


I came too many times to count, and I needed another 
shower to get clean from the first one we'd taken together. 
Then suddenly we were late for the Skype date with my 
parents, but lying back on the bed like some kind of 
emperor, watching me rush about the bedroom pulling on 
clothes, I really didn't think that Valentin gave the slightest 
damn. 


"We're going to be late for dinner." 


He grinned at me, looking entirely too pleased with himself. 
"Good." 


"Valentin! This is important to me!" 


He sat up, apology bleeding into his eyes as he leaned 
forward to grab my hips and pull me in close to him again. I 
let him drag me in close. How could I resist the look in his 
eyes? "I know, and I'm sorry. I will behave myself." 


I looked down at him as he pressed a soft kiss to my hip and 
shook my head, running my fingers through his hair. "Don't 
you start that again, I know your game, mister. What are my 
parents going to think when we show up late looking all 
mussed up?" 


His grin turned wicked. "You are not convincing me I should 
let you go." 


I narrowed my eyes at him. "Get dressed, Valentin. Now. If 
you ruin my mother's meatloaf, I am not going to save you." 


When we finally connected the Skype call, my parents were 
sitting around the dining table at home and I got a stab of 
homesickness at the sight of the familiar room. 


"You were late, so I dished up without you, Honey. I hope 
you got yours out of the oven. No one wants a dried out 
meatloaf. That's what I always say." 


My Dad was already tucking into his plate, knife and fork 
working fast and he grinned at the camera with a mouthful 
of food and sent me a wave. I glanced across the pristine, 
glass topped table that Valentin had set with our meal and 
smiled at him, taking his hand. 


"Mom, Dad, this is Valentin." 


Both of them paused, smiling awkwardly as though they 
would have rather carried on ignoring the fact that he was 


there at all. 


Valentin cleared his throat. "It's an honor to join you at your 
table, Mr. and Mrs. Peterson." 


The tension on my mom's face faded a little. "Oh, nonsense. 
We're just eating together, that's all. Is that your 
apartment? It looks very nice." 


"Mom, stop." 


"What? It does look nice, Mia. Doesn't it look nice, 
HUSBAND? Very neat and tidy. Your gentleman friend must 
do pretty well for himself, that's all I'm saying." 


"Oh my God, Mom. Its Valentin, his name is Valentin, and 
he's right here, see?" 


"Well, it's a complement, isn't it? He understands what I'm 
saying, don't you Valentin? I'm not allowed to say things like 
that now?" 


Valentin's lips twitched into a smile. "I wanted a nice place 
to live. I think home is important. I can see you think the 
same." 


I watched her puff up with the complement and I fought the 
urge to roll my eyes, but at least she was thawing. Anybody 
would do when they came face to face with Valentin's charm 
and I knew it was only a matter of time before she warmed 
up to him properly. Dad was going to be another matter. 


He was busy chewing away at his dinner, just sitting back 
and watching everything going on around him in his usual 
manner, but I wasn't foolish enough to think that he wasn't 
going to come out with something. 


And just then, he proved my instincts right. Pausing to work 
some remnant of food out from between his teeth, my Dad 
set his silverware down and looked right at the screen. 


"Listen, Valentin. I can't say that I'm all that thrilled about a 
guy like you making a move on my daughter, so I want to 
know what your intentions are. She's a hell of a lot younger 
than you, and if you think that means you can mess her 
about then you've got another think coming because I will 
just as soon get on a plane and come out there to teach you 
a lesson -" 


“Dad, you don't need to teach anyone a lesson, please!" I 
was beet red with embarrassment, and all I really wanted 
was for the ground to swallow me up. The last thing I 
needed was my parents to highlight just how young and 
inexperienced I was when all I wanted was for Valentin to 
realize how perfect we could be together. 


Valentin reached over to touch my wrist. "It's ok Mia. I 
understand. Your father only wants to protect you." He 
leaned a little closer towards the webcam, leaning forward 
so that he rested his arms on the table top. 


"Your daughter is an exceptional woman. I intend to be with 
her for as long as she will let me, and I hope that will be for 
a very many years. I am not the kind of man to mess 
anybody about and I do not intend to start with Mia." 


My Dad let out a grunt of acknowledgement. "I see. And 
what is it you do? You look like one of those bankers. Are 
you recession-proof? Is this fancy lifestyle you've got there 
based on anything substantial." 


I wanted to die, but Valentin only looked amused, and he 
cleared his throat, shifting in his seat and leaning in a little 
more. "I am the CEO of various companies. I have... 
widespread investments and diversified assets. Day to day, I 
head up a large international business venture. Would you 
like me to send you our annual report? I can arrange for 
you to have a copy." 


He sounded so sincere, but I could hear the edge of 
sarcasm in his voice and I booted him under the table. My 
Dad folded his arms across his chest. 


"I don't think that'll be necessary." 
"Are you sure?" 
"Valentin..." 


"What? Mia, your parents want to make sure that I have 
enough money to support you. I think that they do not 
believe you will be able to make a living as a dancer, even 
though you are already doing just that." 


"Now hang on one minute-" Mom's eyes flashed with her 
irritation. 


Valentin's eyes widened in mock-innocence. "I am sorry, is 
that not what was implied?" 


"We have every faith in Mia! How dare you say that." 
"But you only want her to find happiness with a rich man." 


"We don't want anybody taking advantage. She's so young, 
and if she had her way she'd spend her last penny on what 
she needs for ballet, and run herself right into the ground 
while she's at it." 


"She is old enough," Valentin put in. I felt dizzy from all the 
back and forth. I'd never had anyone argue about me, or for 
me, the way that Valentin was doing. "But you are right. 
She gives too much of herself. I am enjoying spoiling her, 
and showing her that there is more to life than this." 


I flushed all over again, feeling annoyed at the direction the 
conversation had taken. "Can we eat? I think we should 
eat." 


Valentin nodded. "It looks delicious. Your recipe, Mrs. 
Peterson, I believe. Mia has been slaving over it all 
afternoon. She would barely let me help." 


"Oh, she's always been good in the kitchen. Takes after me 
that way, doesn't she Sweetheart?" 


Dad grunted, still watching the pair of us with his arms 
folded tight across his chest. "She has. But she's got more 
important things to do with her life than stay in the kitchen 
cooking all your meals." 


Valentin's eyes turned icy and I wouldn't have wanted to be 
the one on the other end of his glare. I froze. 


"Dad..." 


"No, Mia it’s fine. This is something that we agree on. When 
I marry your daughter Mr. Peterson, she will never have to 
cook again if she does not want to. She will be able to dance 
on the stage every night, if that is what she chooses, and 
she will not struggle for money. I will give her everything 
that it is in my power to give her. Because she deserves it 
and because I can. And because, even in the small time that 
I have known her, I have come to love her. And it is a true 
love, that will last until we are older than the two of you." 


Mom's eyes widened and she looked across at Dad, 
squeezing his hand. "Oh, that's beautiful that is. Do you 
hear him saying that about our Mia?" 


"Yes, I hear him." Dad nodded and finally I saw his face 
soften. "I guess there's not much I can argue with there." 
He let out a breath and when he looked up again, he'd 
pulled on a smile. "It sounds like a toast is in order, if you're 
as serious as all that." 


Valentin nodded. "I couldn't agree more. To Mia." He raised 
his glass, looking at me, and I flushed all over for the 


trillionth time. 
"Oh, no. To us." 


"To the pair of you, making a go of it. All the way in 
Moscow." 


"My little girl, all grown up." 


The rest of the dinner went way better than I'd thought it 
would. Once Dad had eaten and we'd made a start on our 
own meal, the conversation started flowing more 
organically after a few false starts where Dad tried talking 
baseball and Valentin let him go on for a good ten minutes 
before he announced that he'd never even watched a game 
and I got a fit of the giggles at the pair of them trying so 
hard to get along for me. 


Deep down, they were just like each other. Madly protective 
of me, and refusing to see that anybody else might feel that 
way too. I realized it didn't matter how far apart we were 
from my parents. Just as long as they could accept me being 
with Valentin, we'd all still be family. 


And as he joked, he had at least one private jet at his 
disposal, so flying them out at the drop of a hat, or even 
going to New York for a weekend was no impossibility. 


At least, I assumed he was joking, but maybe I was wrong 
about that. 


Even though I hadn't spent very long living with Valentin, 
already I was starting to think of his place as home in a way 
that my room in the apartment shared with Eva and Maria 
hadn't really become. Dinner with my parents via video link 
made me feel that even more strongly. 


Somehow, seeing the house I'd grown up in on the screen 
with my parents fussing around each other in their usual 
way made me more glad I was in Moscow with Valentin that 
I'd thought it would. I'd expected to be homesick, but I 
didn't feel that at all. I felt settled, like this could be my new 
home, with Valentin by my side. 


I liked the calmness of the spaces, and the fact that Valentin 
had chosen all the furniture, or at least got somebody with 
some taste to choose it for him. Downstairs, the furniture 
reminded me of dorm rooms everywhere. It was all solid 
and functional and hardwearing, so that it would take 
whatever a succession of tenants would throw at it 
(however literally). Everything was clean and spartan, and 
while I was grateful that I hadn't had to organize furniture 
myself, it was hardly homely, even with the posters and 
family photos that I'd put up around my room. 


At Valentin's everything was crisp and perfect, but lived in 
and loved and I never felt like I was messing it up just by 
being there. He made me feel wanted and at home, 
whether it was just the smile that came to his face when he 
Saw me walk in the door, or making toast in his kitchen, or 
curled up with him on his couch. I was beginning to 
understand what he meant about running myself ragged as 
part of the Corps. 


There was so much I wanted to do - and I'd tried for solos 
just like he'd said I should, taking them on as well as my 
Corps roles, and it had left me barely able to set one foot in 
front of the other by the end of the day. 


Valentin was perfect. He ran me hot baths and let me sleep 
as much as I needed on my days off, and left me little gifts 
for no reason at all, and the more he spoiled me the more I 
grudged not having the time to spend with him to properly 
thank him for it all. 


There was a gift bag on the dressing table, and I looked 
over my shoulder at Valentin with surprise. 


"What's this?" 


He sat down on the bed, leaning forward with his arms 
planted on his knees and his fingers steepled together. 


“Open it." 


Inside layers of tissue paper, I found a box in the same 
peachy pink of ballet practice shoes. The label was in 
stitched leather and told me it was perfume. Expensive 
perfume. From London of all places. 


"Iris Prima," I read, darting another look back to Valentin. 
"Try it." 


I opened the box to find a beautiful bottle of pale gold liquid 
and when I took the lid off and spritzed a little onto my 
wrist, I instantly felt my smile open out. 


"Oh my God. How did you find this?" In one lightly floral 
breath, there was a mist of chalky leather ballet shoes, 
perfectly new and ready for wear. But it held a 
sophisticated adult kind of edge too, and all the elegance of 
the performances I tried to give on stage. It was all the 
elegance of Swan Lake and the Nutcracker condensed and 
bottled so that I could feel like the most famous ballerina in 
the world any time I put it on. 


"I heard that they made it specifically for a ballerina." 
"It's beautiful." 


"I wanted you to have it. To remind you what a star you can 
be, when you're ready to become one." 


I turned back to him, pulling him into my arms and kissing 
him softly. "Thank you, Valentin. It's perfect." 


Only this man would go out of his way to discover a perfume 
like this existed, and I couldn't have been more touched 
that he'd done it for me. At the heart of him, that was who 
Valentin was and I could see that as clear as day. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 


\ / alentin 


With everything on track with Mia and her family, I knew it 
was time to force myself to deal with everything I had been 
putting off. I still held out the vague hope that I could 
convince Timoshenko that my plans for how he was to step 
down were far neater and far more mutually agreeable 
than an old fashioned take-over. 


It was time for me to deal with my own family issues. 


The man was sitting at a cafe table when I walked in, one 
arm resting casually on the back of the chair next to him 
and his foot up on the strut beneath the seat. He had a 
glass mug of tea on the table and a small selection of 
pastries on his plate. 


I'd debated not responding to his summons for a meeting, 
but there was no point in avoiding seeing him. I couldn't 
escape this, and there was always the chance that he had 
changed his mind. 


I sat down in the seat opposite and he greeted me with a 
smile. 


"It is a shame we didn't get the chance to speak more the 
other night." 


I folded my arms on the glass table top and leaned forward 
so that he would still be able to hear me even when I 
lowered my voice. 


"You made your point." 
"What point was that?" 


I gave him a humorless grin. "You won't touch her. I won't 
let you." 


He picked up the triangular paper napkin and dabbed at 
the corner of his mouth. "It is not me that you have to worry 
about. As I said, I found her quite charming." 


The waitress came over, and I ordered a coffee, not taking 
my eyes off Timoshenko the entire time. He was a snake, I 
was coming to realize, and I wasn't going to trust him for a 
minute. 


He added a sugar lump to his tea and the crystals 
disintegrated, falling to the bottom of the glass before he 
stirred it in. 


"What do you want, Yakov?" 


"I want you to know, dear boy, what it is that you are getting 
into with this life." 


"I am already in this life." 


He tilted his head. "Yes, but now you are one man, and that 
makes it easier. Believe me, I know. I have lost my family to 
this job. You know that." 


I nodded dutifully. His wife and daughters had been killed in 
revenge for some deal he'd pulled out of when I was ten, 
and the bloodshed he demanded in return cannot have 
been worth the strike against him for the men who had 
been foolish enough to think that it was a good idea to take 
their pound of flesh. They didn't live long enough to see the 
pain they had caused. Timoshenko made sure of that. 


"Valentin, this is a lonely role that you seek. You cannot ever 
fully protect the people that you care about. You cannot 
have family." 


I gritted my teeth. Always he had spun this line; always he 
had held me at arms length. "You have family. Or do you 
think I don't know where it is that I came from, why it is 
that you have paid for my education and groomed me to 
take your place." 


He snorted a breath and shook his head slowly. "You 
shouldn't say these things out loud." 


The waitress brought my coffee and I leaned in closer, 
dropping my voice as she stepped away. 


"Why not, Yakov? Everybody knows the truth. You think 
they wander around with their eyes closed and their hands 
over their ears?" 


He snarled, and I knew that I was getting to him. 


"No. They do not. But they do not make assumptions. They 
see that you are accomplished; that you are good at 
bringing the Bratva together. You think that they would 
respect you the way that they do if they thought that it was 
only because you are my bastard son." 


"At least you can admit it now." 


"Your mother-" 


"Don't talk to me about my mother. She didn't want me to 
have this life, but what choice did you leave me? I had what 
you would give, and nothing else, and me having an Oxford 
education and a perfect British accent when I speak English 
did nothing to pay for the care that she needed when she 
needed it." 


Yakov bowed his head and for the first time since I'd known 
him, there was a flicker of what looked like remorse across 
his face. "I am sorry that it had to be that way. I'm sorry 
that it has to be this way too." 


I shook my head. "You are the only one who thinks that it 
does." 


Yakov snorted. "You think you have all the answers, that you 
can keep your hands clean with all your clever ways. But it 
will never be like that. You have to show that you have the 
balls to end this the way that it is supposed to be ended. If it 
takes threatening this dancer girl you have taken a liking 
to, then that is what I will do. The Bratva isn't just a job, 
Valentin. You cannot make a takeover deal. If you want this 
legacy, you have to rip it from my cold, dead hands, or no 
one in this city, no one in this country will believe you have 
the right to take it." 


I shook my head. "You are wrong, Yakov. That is your ego 
talking. I have more support in this city, in our organization 
than you ever had. The men who work for us are brothers 
to me, and they will be right by my side whenever I ask it of 
them. You only have followers who are too afraid to cross 
you. But given a way out, I know that they will take it." 


He let out a short, stunted laugh. "Believe that if you want 
to, Valentin." 


I gritted my teeth. The man's stubbornness only matched 
my own. Time was running out on this stalemate and sooner 


or later something was going to have to give. 


Yakov leaned back in his seat, eyes on me in a slow sweep of 
assessment. "This weekend, both of you should come to my 
dacha. I will be expecting you. Perhaps what you see there 
will change your mind." 


I knew the kind of weekend parties Yakov hosted. If he 
thought he could impress me, he had another thing coming. 
The last thing I wanted was to traipse into the countryside 
with Mia, away from any security of my own. My territory 
was Moscow, and I knew the stupidity of stepping outside of 
my own fortress. 


"T don't think so, Yakov." 


The man set his jaw. "Don't make the mistake of insulting 
me any more than you already have, Valentin." He dabbed 
at his mouth with a paper napkin, and pushed the chair 
back from the table as he stood. 


"I will be expecting you. Do not disappoint me." 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 


\ / alentin 


Arkadi pulled the car into a sweeping driveway and Mia sat 
up a little straighter, her eyes keen to take in the 
surroundings. As soon as I'd told her about Timoshenko's 
invitation, she'd been more than eager to come and she'd 
rushed to rearrange her schedule. 


"I'm owed some time off, and maybe this is just the break I 
need. It's like you and Eva said, I need to figure out what I 
want out of being here. There's a big audition on Monday, 
and I could really ace it if I had the weekend off to recover." 


That was a plan I couldn't argue with. Not a single part of 
me wanted to wipe the hopeful smile from her face. So here 
we were. 


All I wanted was for Mia to spread her wings and take that 
leap of faith, because I knew that she would find success 
even though she didn't trust in herself that much. If a 
weekend away was what it would take, then there was no 
reason not to go. 


Even as misguided as I thought this trip was, it would have 
to do. I knew the message that refusing would send. I didn't 
think Yakov would be foolish enough to try anything hostile 
with an audience, and if we were the only guests, I had 
enough weaponry packed to defend the pair of us, whatever 
that took. 


We were outside Moscow, and it had taken a little over an 
hour to reach Timoshenko's weekend house. Whatever he 
called it, I refused to call it his dacha, because it was 
nothing like the little cottages and huts that everybody else 
meant when they used that word. 


Timoshenko's weekend house was modernist and painted 
white, a boxy square design raised up on stilts from the 
landscape and continuous strips of picture windows making 
sure that each room had an uninterrupted view of the river 
or the valley it was set in. 


It wouldn't have been out of place in the California Hills, or 
on the Mediterranean coast somewhere where everything 
was gleaming blue sky and sea. Here in the Russian 
countryside it was more of a statement than anything else, 
just like the large indoor-outdoor pool that he kept heated 
in the winter so that you could swim whilst counting the 
icicles hanging from the roofline. 


I hadn't wanted to come, but I knew well enough that to 
decline an invitation to one of his weekend gatherings at 
this point in time would be far too much of a snub. 
Everything between us had become a series of political 
moves, and this was just the same. He was trying to show 
Mia how much more of a big deal he was than me, and good 
luck to him. 


His was not the lifestyle that I craved and from what I knew 
of her, it wasn't what Mia wanted either. She was no gold 
digger looking for a lavish life of luxury. She had her own 


goals in life, and if anything I was conscious of trying to 
show her that I would find a way to make sure she never 
had to give that up to be with me. 


This weekend house and these weekend parties were the 
opposite of that. Timoshenko loved to flaunt everything that 
the Bratva lifestyle could offer. We weren't the only guests 
and I knew this was one of the ways that he rewarded those 
that were loyal to us but outside our brotherhood. This was 
something that I was going to have to find my own way to 
manage, but I never wanted it to be my life. 


Mia's eyes widened as the car pulled up and I stepped 
around the car to offer her my arm while Arkadi unloaded 
the bags. This weekend we were without Viktor, as a sign of 
trust, and I hoped that it had not been the wrong decision 
to make. 


There was an unwritten rule that a man's house was 
sacrosanct, especially while he was showing others 
hospitality and it would have been incredibly bad form for 
either of us to start anything. I had to trust that Timoshenko 
had no desire to have blood on his land, and he had to trust 
that I wouldn't disrespect his hospitality so thoroughly by 
making my move here. 


All the same, I wasn't entirely in the mood to play nice. 


"This place is unreal," Mia whispered to me as we walked 
up the shallow steps to the house and I couldn't help but 
agree with her. 


One of Timoshenko's servants opened the door to us and 
showed us through to the terrace where the drinks were 
already flowing and other guests were splashing about in 
the pool. 


"Ah, Valentin! Mia! So glad that you could join us!" 
Timoshenko drifted over, all smiles, pulling Mia into a 
double kiss to her cheeks, followed by a cooler handshake 
and pat to the shoulder for me. His smile stayed as thin as 
mine when he looked at me and I knew that Mia was likely 
the only reason he'd invited us here. He must have wanted 
to impress her for some reason. I still couldn't make full 
sense of it. 


But the rules of engagement required me to be courteous 
in my boss's home, even though he wasn't going to be my 
boss for very much longer. 


"Thank you for the invitation. It was... unexpected." 


Mia elbowed my side and my smile froze in place, refusing 
to allow it to drift towards suspicion. 


"I didn't realize there would be so many other people here," 
Mia put in, neatly sweeping over my rudeness and 
Timoshenko hand waved it all off. 


"Just a few close friends and their families. We have the 
room, so why not fill it? I hate to be alone, and young people 
bring me joy." 


As he said it, a pair of boys who couldn’t have been older 
than eight bombed into the pool, splashing the adults at the 
edge with a tide of water to a great shout of protest 
mingled with laughter. Cocktails sloshed and I suspected 
expensive shoes were ruined, but no one seemed to really 
care. 


One of Timoshenko's people was manning a barbecue and 
there was a table laid out with a large array of other foods 
so that people could help themselves. A pair of younger 
girls were already taking advantage, clearly intent on 
sampling all the cakes on offer. 


It wasn't quite the party that I had expected. 


“Come, you must let me introduce you." Timoshenko took 
Mia's arm and I gritted my teeth as he led her forward 
towards the group, away from me, leaving me to follow 
along behind. I was losing patience with all of this. 


"Everybody, this is Mia Peterson. Moscow's newest 
ballerina. I'm sure you will all make her feel at home, just as 
dear Valentin has done." 


Again he patted my shoulder and I felt myself tense, 
entirely unsure of his motives. 


The two little girls stared at Mia with wide eyes, cakes 
forgotten as they hurried over to tug at her skirt. "Are you 
really a ballerina?" 


Mia crouched down in front of them, her smile almost as 
broad as the ones they were wearing. "I am. Do you want to 
be dancers too?" 


The pair of them nodded. To me and to them, there could 
have been no one else in existence. She was the most 
important person in the vicinity, and I couldn't believe the 
amount of sheer feeling she induced in me just watching 
her interact with those little girls. 


"Shall I show you how to do a perfect pirouette?" 


The girls squealed with delight and I couldn't stop myself 
from laughing. Of course Mia would be a natural with them, 
and of course they would see her as the princess that she 
was. Timoshenko stepped in close again. 


"You could use the drawing room," he offered, indicating 
the room just along from where we had stepped out, with 
large bi-fold doors drawn back to open the whole side of the 


building to the outside.. "The floor in there is perfect for 
turns." 


Mia smiled at me and I nodded. "We'll be right back." 


"Of course. I will get you a drink." Perhaps this wasn't the 
party that I had expected, and I wasn't going to grudge Mia 
the chance to be adored. At least not by a pair of little girls. 


"They are my goddaughters," Timoshenko told me as he 
handed me a glass of champagne. I looked at him side on, 
watching his focus on Mia and trying to understand the 
sudden softness in his eyes. 


Was he thinking about my mother and everything she'd 
been to him? Was that why he seemed so drawn to Mia? He 
needed to realize he was a lecherous old man and Mia was 
already mine. 


"They are very sweet. And Mia is very patient." 
He looked at me." She is. And perhaps too good for you." 


I barely managed to curb my growl. "That's none of your 
business." 


“Perhaps not. But I would hate to see such an innocent get 
hurt. I'm sure we both would." 


My fist closed so tight around the base of my glass that I 
snapped the stem. Ordinarily I wouldn't tolerate these kinds 
of threats, but here my hands were tied. Good for Yakov, 
otherwise I would have stabbed him with the shattered 
stem. 


"Oh - what has happened to your glass? You must get 
another." Timoshenko waved one of his people in my 
direction as he stepped away, swanning off across the 
terrace to attend to his other guests. 


The sooner this weekend was over the better. My patience 
with Timoshenko was reaching an end. It had been non- 
existent for weeks, and all I wanted now was to draw this 
matter to a close, but instead I was stuck playing happy 
families in his home. 


The man was clever enough to know how to draw it all out 
as long as possible, I'd give him that. But as soon as I got 
back to Moscow, the wheels would be set in motion. I'd run 
my plans past Maxim, our longest serving hitman, and get 
his professional opinion on the best way to attack. Between 
him and Viktor, I knew I had all the advice at my disposal to 
end this once and for all. 


With Mia in the picture, I couldn't afford to let these veiled 
threats linger on. In bringing her close to me, I was 
painting a target on her back and I would have to be careful 
to make sure she was under my protection at all times. 


Timoshenko had lost his wife and daughters years ago when 
a rival had been pushed to take revenge for no reason other 
than to hurt him. He seemed to think that was the way of 
the world, and maybe it had been in his day, but things had 
changed. This was a modern era and I wasn't going to allow 
the same thing to happen. Not in a million years. 


Mia would be mine, and I would keep her safe. We would 
live together and have a family - children of our own to dote 
on - and I would protect them all and give them only the 
best life could offer, because that was why I had worked as 
hard as I had to get to where I was. 


Timoshenko's time was up. It had to be, because I refused 
to play these games any longer. 


E 
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I hadn't known what to expect from the invitation to 
Timoshenko's place, especially given how reluctant Valentin 
was for us to go. But once we got here and I saw the kids 
running about splashing in the pool and the little girls 
desperate to be dancers, I felt my shoulders relax. 


I'd wanted a weekend away to clear my head, to prepare 
for the audition on the Monday, and I really didn't care 
where that was, just as long as Valentin was with me. 


The way he talked, I'd been expecting to have to parade 
around on Valentin's arm like some accessory while the men 
all talked business and I pretended not to hear. Not that I 
would have wanted to know any of the details, because the 
Bratva side of things was something I would rather only 
vaguely be aware of. 


But it wasn't like that at all. If only Valentin would relax a 
little, I was sure he would feel better about it all. He kept 
telling me, over and over again, that Timoshenko was a lot 
more than just a little old man, but I was struggling to see 
it. He seemed hospitable and kind, and in some ways very 
similar to Valentin himself. 


But every time I looked up from teaching Ekaterina and 
Petra how to perfect their twirls, Valentin was still watching 
me from across the terrace, standing out on his own rather 
than chatting to anyone in the group as though he thought 
if he took his eyes off me for a second, something terrible 
would happen. 


I didn't altogether blame him for not mingling in the crowd. 
In running off with the kids I'd taken the easy option and I 
knew it. The last thing I wanted was to have to try to sound 
intelligent or impressive to a room full of strangers, but 
Valentin didn't have that problem. He was suave and 
sophisticated and I was betting he could talk to anyone 
about anything with a lot more certainty than I ever could. 


Even if these people were all very well off Russians who 
were mostly closer to Timoshenko's age than Valentin's. 


I was probably the youngest woman here who wasn't 
someone's child and I was very aware of that. But after the 
introduction as an up and coming ballet dancer, maybe that 
didn't matter. 


In only a few minutes the girls and I had a little audience 
crowded around the doors to the terrace, watching us all. 
The girls loved it, and I taught them a few more moves that 
gained a round of applause. 


Valentin, I knew would rather have been anywhere else. All 
of this was work for him, and what he'd wanted was an 
excuse for us to be alone together for a whole weekend. 
Not this. But neither of us had a choice now that we were 
here, and I planned to make the best of it. 


At some point, someone suggested that we put some music 
on, and that I show them all how it was really meant to be 
done. I tried to protest, but Timoshenko wouldn't have it, 
and before I knew it, I was dancing the Sugar Plum Fairy 
without a care than I was barefoot, smiling with each turn 
and jump. 


When I finished, the applause was even louder and the little 
girls looked at me like I was their hero. 


Timoshenko came to the front of the crowd with a middle 
aged woman in a smart suit. "Mia, this is Yolanda Bonova. 
She's putting together a new cast for a very special ballet to 
start very soon. She was very taken with your little show. 
The two of you should talk." 


I felt my jaw hinge open before I could regain enough 
composure to snap it closed. I'd told Valentin off for even 
mentioning using his influence to set me up with any 


opportunities, but this introduction was far too good to turn 
down. 


"Hello," I heard myself splutter, smile growing as I extended 
a handshake to Yolanda. "It's really good to meet you." 


"Likewise. I think that you have exactly the kind of energy I 
am looking for. Would you be open to trying out with us?" 


"Oh, wow. Definitely. Yes, please." 


Over Timoshenko's shoulder I saw Valentin lurking a few 
paces back and he folded his broad arms across his chest. I 
smiled to him and he nodded, and I knew that whatever 
happened, he had my back. 


Swept up in conversations about ballet and more 
demonstrations while Timoshenko's staff kept me topped up 
with all kinds of drinks and all the food I could have asked 
for, I barely got any time with Valentin until the lights came 
on around the house when darkness drew in. 


He slumped down in the garden bench next to me and 
slung his arm across my shoulders. 


"Are you having fun?" 
"I am. Are you?" 


Valentin tilted his head. "I will always love watching you 
have a good time." 


I let out a sigh and rested my head against his shoulder. "I 
think he really cares about you, you know?" 


"Mia, let it drop. It is too complicated to be that simple 
now." 


I pursed my lips, still thinking that he was wrong. If 
Timoshenko didn't care, why would he bother to set up 
meetings like that, or to give me the opportunity to show 


the people I needed to show exactly what I was capable of? 
If that was the power that came with being the head of the 
Bratva, I could easily see Valentin as the perfect fit to take 
over the role. And Timoshenko must have wanted that too, 
deep down. 


"Do you know all these people?" 


"Not really. Some of them. Mostly they are Timoshenko's 
friends. I have my own circle." 


"And none of them are here?" 


"That's right. He wouldn't be so foolish as to let them in so 
close when we are practically at war." 


I frowned. "Can't you just come to some kind of 
arrangement?" 


"Mia, my love, I have tried. So many times. He has some 
very old fashioned ideas, and as far as he is concerned 
there is only one way that this can play out." 


I wet my lips, watching his face and seeing how he avoided 
my eyes even in the darkness. "And what's that?" 


"Don't ask me that. You don't want to know." 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 


M: 


Despite knowing Valentin would never have wanted me to, I 
agreed to meet Timoshenko in the week after we got back 
from his dacha. There was something about the old man 
that made me want to hear him out and listen to him, no 
matter what Valentin said about him. 


He came to the studio the day after my audition at the 
Bolshoi, which had gone so perfectly I still felt like I was 
dreaming. I invited him there between rehearsals, and it 
felt like some great big secret. 


He brought a little box of cakes, and I pulled down a couple 
of chairs from the pile in the corner of the empty studio 
where Valentin and I trained every morning. It was the only 
place that I could think to meet. It was more private there 
than in the theater or some cafe, and without the audience 
that bringing him back to my apartment would come with, 
or the threat of not knowing where he was taking me if I 
agreed to go somewhere with him. I didn't even think about 
asking him to come to Valentin's. That would have felt far 


too much like going behind his back, and that wasn't what I 
was doing. Not really. 


Maybe it was foolish to bring him here, to let him in, but I 
figured I wouldn't get anywhere if I didn't let him say his 
piece. 


For a mafia boss, he was kind of... ordinary. Like any other 
old man you might meet. But I wasn't foolish enough to 
think that was all he was. I knew from everything I'd heard 
exactly who he was and what he'd done to climb the totem 
of power, even if it was difficult to reconcile that side of him 
with the man who'd smiled so warmly and pulled out a 
Thermos of tea. I guess it was true to say that the devil has 
many disguises. 


"What did you want to speak to me about?" I asked, 
swallowing a mouthful of poppyseed cake and wiping my 
mouth. 


"Your relationship with Valentin." 
My eyes darted wider. "Oh. Really?" 


Of all the things it could have been, I hadn't expected that 
in the slightest. 


"I think that you should consider whether he is really the 
right man for you. You are young, you have your career 
ahead of you. A very bright one, according to Yolanda." 


I narrowed my eyes, not liking the turn the conversation 
was taking in the slightest. I'd thought he'd set things up 
with her so that I could have everything I wanted, not as an 
alternative to being with Valentin, and if that was the trade 
he thought he was making, then I wasn't playing. "I love 
him. And he respects my dancing." 


"My dear, it doesn't matter what he thinks, it will come 
down to what is possible. On the stage every night of the 
week, you will become an easy target." 


I leaned back in my seat, folding my arms across my chest. 
"Mr. Timoshenko, I think you're trying to scare me." 


"You have to understand, I care about Valentin. I do not 
wish to see him get hurt." 


"Then why are you trying to hurt him?" 
"I am trying to make sure that he has no vulnerabilities." 
"You're trying to make sure he's never happy!" 


He shook his head. "If you won't walk away, then I will have 
to show him how much of a vulnerability you are." 


From inside his jacket, Timoshenko pulled out a gun and I 
drew in a sharp breath, on my feet in an instant, already 
backing away as he trained it on me. 


"Don't be foolish." I gritted my teeth. "If you hurt me, he'll 
kill you." 


"That is precisely the plan, my dear." 


"What?" I couldn't believe what I was hearing. The man was 
crazy. 


"If he will not cut you free, then he has to understand the 
price of keeping you." 


All of a sudden, I understood precisely what Valentin had 
been trying to avoid telling me he had to do to end this. 


"You're saying it's him or me? What's wrong with you?" 


Across the room, Timoshenko glowered at me. The gun he'd 
drawn should have terrified me, now that I knew what he 


planned on doing, but I wasn't scared, I was angry. 


"This is preposterous! You want Valentin to kill you. You 
want him to be alone, just like you are! I've never met 
anyone so sad in my whole life!" 


"Stop talking. This is a world you do not understand." 


“Damn right I don't understand it. This is bullshit. You're 
standing here threatening me because you're trying to piss 
off your son enough to put a bullet between your eyes. How 
dare you!" 


"It is none of your business. You don't understand. You have 
come here from America with all of your perfect ideals and 
think that you can apply them anywhere. But you are just a 
silly little girl, and you need to learn when to shut up." 


I pressed my lips together even harder, shaking my head at 
him. 


"No. You know what, you don't get to dictate terms to me. 
I'm not part of this little mafia thing you've got going on, 
and I really could care less about it-" 


"It's not little." 


"I don't care!" I spluttered. "You know what I care about? I 
care about Valentin, and you're forcing him to kill you 
because you're too damn stubborn to think there's any 
other way? When did we end up in Game of fricking 
Thrones?" 


"I don't know what you're talking about." 
"Well, maybe you should!" 


Timoshenko narrowed his eyes at me and when he shook 
his head I saw the ruthless man that Valentin had warned 
me about in the cool steel of his eyes. I'd let myself think 


that he was harmless because he was old and sweet to me, 
because he doted on his goddaughters and seemed to like 
ballet. 


I shouldn't have been so foolish. 


"You know what? You've really disappointed me. I didn't 
think anyone could really let their ego get in the way of 
what makes sense for them, but you've proved me so 
wrong." 


Without another word, I turned around and walked out of 
the studio, hoping beyond hope that I hadn't gone too far. 
Only when the door slammed close behind me did I let 
myself breathe out and relish the fact that Timoshenko 
hadn't shot me. 


If Valentin found out about this, he was going to be so, so 
mad. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 


M: 


A week later, it was as though nothing had ever happened 
with Timoshenko. I kept expecting Valentin to bring it up, 
but so far he hadn't even mentioned it. Every day, he'd been 
up early and back sometimes later than me, holding 
meeting after meeting, creating liaisons, making plans. 


It seemed like I'd got away with my foolishness, maybe only 
because Timoshenko couldn't admit to anyone that he'd 
been soft enough to let me walk away. Whatever the reason 
was, I wasn't about to question it. 


Life was amazing. I'd got the solo part, much to Maria's 
fury, and I didn't care about the extra work it took to dance 
the part, because I was going to make everyone who saw 
me on stage take note of my name. 


The first night was amazing. The difference between being 
in the spotlight and being just another of the girls in perfect 
line was immense and I knew I was never going to be able 
to go back. 


All week I'd been on top of the world, and the final Saturday 
performance was the jewel in the crown. 


I was out of breath from the final solo when I ran back onto 
the stage to a clatter of applause to take my bows with the 
rest of the dancers. 


They brought the audience lights up and my heart leapt as I 
saw the whole of the front row on their feet, and all the 
rows behind them copying, one by one. All the hard work, 
all the blisters and tears and blood was worth it, just for 
this. 


Someone brought out flowers and handed me a large bunch 
of roses and I jogged forward, sending graceful kisses to 
the audience to show my approval, just as I'd been taught. I 
was sweaty and aching, but none of that mattered. To them, 
I was the picture of serenity and I had taken them all away 
to a fantastical world for the duration of the performance. 
Just that made it all worthwhile, but the continued applause 
circling all around me would sustain me for weeks to come. 


I rejoined the ranks and we all took another collective bow, 
and then one more, as was expected before we all ran back 
behind stage so that we could funnel through to the 
dressing room, already dismantling our costumes. 


But Eva grasped my hand tightly, stopping me from darting 
back, and I shot her a puzzled look. She nodded to the 
wings and my frown forged as I realized that Valentin was 
standing there. And every one of the dancers apart from me 
had noticed. 


As soon as the applause dimmed, Valentin stepped onto the 
stage, making his way straight for me and I didn't know 
what to do with myself. 


He had a single red rose in his hand, and before I knew 
what was happening, Eva had taken my bouquet of white 
roses from me, and pushed me in his direction. 


In the middle of the stage, right in front of me, Valentin 
went down on one knee, and suddenly the heat of the bright 
spotlight was on us. 


My hand drew up to cover my mouth, tears already in my 
eyes before he took my hand. He was holding a ring box in 
the other and he deftly flipped it open, nearly blinding me 
with the sparkle as the fine cut diamond inside threw a 
million refractions in all different directions from all the 
stage lights. 


"Oh my God. Valentin. What are you doing?" 


"Mia, you're my first thought every morning and my last 
thought every night before I go to sleep. I don't want to be 
without you in my life for another moment. You are my 
Prima Ballerina and you always will be. Will you marry me 
and be my wife?" 


I couldn't stop the sob from escaping, but my tears were far 
from sad. I couldn't get a single word out, but I didn't need 
to. All I had to do was nod, and I couldn't have done that 
more frantically. Squeezing Valentin's hand so tight I must 
have been hurting him, I pulled him to his feet and buried 
myself in his arms, hiding from the audience I had been so 
glad for just moments before. 


"Yes," I whispered against his shoulder. "Yes. I love you. 
Yes!" 


Valentin tilted my chin up so that I had nowhere else to look 
but into his eyes, and his lips came down against mine in 
the most possessive, perfect kiss I ever could have asked 
for. 


When he pulled away, he took my hand and slid the ring 
onto my finger with a diamond that sparked into a million 
rainbows in the bright stage lights. My heart clenched, 
overcome with the beauty of the moment. 


The applause hit like a wave, louder even then before, and 
the whole crowd let out a shout that had me laughing 
against Valentin's lips. Of all the ways he could have chosen 
to propose, on stage after I'd danced my first solo on the 
boards of the theatre I'd always dreamed of being part of 
was the most perfect thing I could have ever dreamed of. 


It didn't matter what he did. The only thing that mattered 
was us and how well we fit together, and the fact that I 
could so easily picture myself slotting into his life. Making a 
family with him, here. I knew with as much certainty that I 
would die if I couldn't carry on dancing, that I was meant to 
be with him. 


Around us, the other dancers were clapping too, and Eva 
was smiling fit to burst. Her eyes twinkled when I looked at 
her in a way that told me she must have had something to 
do with getting Valentin backstage. Patron of the theatre or 
not, he'd have needed a proper inside man, or woman, to 
get him there at the perfect moment. 


"Thank you," I mouthed to her, silently across the space, but 
she just made a face like she didn't have any idea what I 
was talking about. 


I looked back to Valentin, and went up onto my pointes to 
close the distance between us, wrapping my arms around 
his neck as I kissed him again, flushed with the knowledge 
that he was now my fiancé. My future husband. 


Valentin lifted me into his arms to the echoing applause of 
the entire audience and everyone on stage. Like a princess, 


he carried me right off the stage, and out towards the 
dressing rooms. 


But he didn't stop. I knew he wasn't going to from the 
urgency of his steps, and there wasn't a single part of me 
that wanted him to. I was his ballerina, tutu and all, and 
tonight he was going to have all of me, the way that I 
wanted to have all of him. 


The thought of him watching me all evening from the 
audience while I performed on stage had new meaning for 
me now. Tonight he'd see me run through every position 
without a stitch of clothing on, I was going to make sure of 
it. 


I'd watched him get hard just seeing me rise up on the tips 
of my toes and stretch into a perfectly balanced arabesque, 
lying on the bed watching me practice in the mornings 
before the audition. And I'd felt so powerful knowing that 
seeing my body do what I'd trained for so long and hard 
was all it took to have him almost overcome with desire. 


"Do you know what you do to me?" 


I could imagine well enough. It must have been torture to 
watch me up on stage, being stuck so far away as part of 
the audience, and knowing that everyone else in the room 
had equal view of every flex and stretch I made. 


"I think maybe I do." 


Valentin 
It was all I could do to contain myself until I got her home. 


My fiancé. My wonderful Mia was going to be my wife and 
make me happy for all of our days. 


I carried her across the street and into our building, all the 
way up the stairs, without the slightest protest of my arms. I 
would have carried her further without hesitation. All I 
wanted was closed doors between us and the rest of the 
world and I fell to my knees in front of her once I set her 
down on the large bed we had come to share. 


Carefully, I unwound the ribbons that tied her silk shoes to 
her ankles and pulled off the blocked shoes that kept her 
feet permanently pointed inside them and she let out a 
grimace, stretching her toes and moving her ankles around 
in little circles. I had never understood the torture that 
dancers willingly put themselves through, but I knew that 
Mia thought it was all worth it. 


"Do they hurt?" 


Mia bit her lip. "Only when I'm dancing. The pain starts to 
feel good. And then you just don't feel it any longer." 


Inside her shoes, her toes were strapped carefully, just like 
a boxer's fists inside their gloves and it was the same kind 
of tape that I unwound to reveal her perfect, bruised feet. I 
knew this story well enough. These were the sacrifices that 
were necessary for her to get where she wanted to be, and 
just like me, she came to relish the pain of the necessary 
toil. 


"You like it when it hurts?" 


She let out another soft little groan as I trailed my hand up 
along her thigh, playing along the seam of her costume, the 
soft draping fabrics and the silkskin. 


"It means I'm doing something right." 


Carefully, I unlaced the ribbon holding the bodice of her 
tutu together, and pulled it through. The broad silk was 
wide enough not to bite into her skin when I wound it 


around her wrists, binding her arms together. Mia let out a 
gasp, and her lips formed into a smile. 


"Tighter." 


“Whatever the lady wants." With a grin of my own, I pulled 
hard on the ribbon, knowing the silk would take the strain 
as it tightened around her arms. I folded them up at the 
elbow and used the rest of the length to strap them around 
her, pulling sharply enough to make her groan. 


"Why is that so good?" 


As flexible as ever, her leg drew up to my shoulder with as 
little effort as though she was touching my arm with her 
hand, and a jolt of arousal went right through me. 


“Because now you have no worries. Nothing to decide. You 
are mine, and you will stay still now." 


Mia bit her lip. "Will I?" 


I pulled the crotch of her tutu roughly to one side, baring 
the mound of her sex to me as I turned my head to bite at 
her ankle hard enough to make her moan. "Yes, my love, 
you will." 


I couldn't resist kissing the high arch of her foot as I 
strummed her clit with the pad of my thumb and Mia let out 
a murmur of appreciation at the attention. With a smile, I 
drew my tongue along the sole of her foot, feeling her 
squirm as I came up towards her toes. 


Feet had never held so much fascination as they did now. I 
worshiped the tools Mia used on the stage to accomplish 
such grace when she danced. Her feet were far from 
beautiful, but they were perfect - calloused from work and 
bruised from all that she put them through for her art, and 
they deserved all of the attention I could give them. 


Slowly, I sucked her big toe into my mouth, watching her 
face as I swirled my tongue around it, and let the fingers of 
my other hand slide, knuckle deep, into her leaking pussy. 
Her breathing caught and faltered as her knees tensed 
around me. 


"Valentin." Bound as she was, all she could do was struggle 
on the sheets, unable to touch me and unable to do 
anything other than let me have her any way that I wanted. 
I could feel her body clenching greedily around my fingers 
as I moved them in and out of her, stroking with a firm 
beckoning gesture against the warmth of her inner walls. 


"Stay still, my love." 


Her ankles were fine and steely strong and just as beautiful 
as the rest of her lithe and youthful body and her calves and 
thighs clenched and flexed with the effort of doing what I'd 
told her to. But she was going to obey me, I knew that 
without a shadow of a doubt. I didn't need to tie her down 
for that. Every single inch of her was perfection itself and I 
would worship her poor abused feet every day of my life if 
that was what it took to get her to see how much I loved 
her. 


Next to her, I felt a hundred years old despite the work I 
put in at the gym and with my fists, as though the struggles 
I'd lived through and the hours I'd worked had taken a toll 
that her body had yet to know. But I knew she didn't see 
that. And I wanted to keep all that from her. 


She was perfect in her youthful strength and I still couldn't 
believe that she had said yes, that she was going to be 
mine. 


"Oh God," she murmured, rocking her hips in against my 
hand."Don't stop." 


"Not a chance." 


With my free hand, I pinned her hips, taking pleasure in 
watching her try to fight her urge to writhe against the 
sheets. She was my perfect ballerina, and I would be the 
perfect man for her. The only man for her. 


With a deeply guttural growl, I freed myself and lined 
myself up with her willing body. Mia splayed her legs wide 
at the hip, thighs opening purely for me and she let out a 
series of little huffed whimpers as I pushed inside her, 
purposefully slow. 


"Oh- oh - please." 


Now I knew she liked it rough, we had so much to play with, 
so much to explore. I lifted her leg to my shoulder and 
pressed my thumb in hard against the arch of her foot until 
she shouted out with a blissful cry, all molten heat and 
fierce arousal. 


She gasped, struggling to catch her breath as I pushed into 
her again, my fingers firmly working her foot until she 
twitched and shuddered. Every part of her was beautiful 
and she always would be to me. 


"Come for me, Mia." 


She whimpered out a groan that merged into a cry of 
pleasure she couldn't contain, and all at once I felt her 
pussy clamp around me, milking my cock for all it was 
worth. There was nothing I could do but shoot deep inside 
her. My future wife. The woman who would bear my 
children. 


The shout I let out must have shaken the walls. I didn't 
care. Mia was everything to me, and finally I had her 
forever. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 


\ / alentin 


When a Russian did something, he did it well, and I wanted 
to show Mia exactly how good we were at striving for 
perfection. My proposal had been a few days in the making, 
but what came next was another surprise. The evening 
wasn't over yet. 


After I made love to her, we showered together and I 
washed her down like the goddess that she was, relishing 
the way she slid her soapy hands all over me. Without a 
plan for the rest of the night, I have no doubt we never 
would have made it out of there. 


But I did have a plan, and in the closet I had a brand new 
dress waiting for Mia to slip on, right next to my crisply 
pressed suit. 


White Rabbit was the best restaurant in Moscow, and it 
ranked within the top twenty of the world. 


With my connections it didn't take much to secure the best 
table in the house. On any ordinary day, with Mia's 


performance schedule, eating at a normal time presented 
some difficulties but I had no problem with being a night 
owl, and paying extra for the privilege of extending the 
restaurant's hours so that I could share her company. 
Whatever the cost, it would have been worth it and I would 
have gladly paid. 


Tonight though, things were different and I had secured the 
entire restaurant because I wanted the evening to stay in 
her memory for the rest of our lives. 


Arkadi dropped us at the entrance to the Smolenskiy 
Passazh and I rounded the car to open Mia's door and 
escort her out of the car. Inside the shopping centre, I took 
us over to the elevators while Mia gave me a confused look. 


"Why are we in a mall? Everything's closed." 
"Wait and see." 


On the fifth floor, we got out, and I took Mia's arm with a 
grin and led her over to the second elevator that would take 
us all the way to the sixteenth floor. White Rabbit occupied 
the glass barrel dome that ran the length of the building, 
but until you got up there, it was a secret waiting to be 
discovered. 


The elevators opened onto a dimly lit corridor full of framed 
pictures of dodos and cats and other nods towards Alice in 
Wonderland. 


Mia squinted at me, a smile tugging at her lips. "Curiouser 
and curiouser." 


I laughed, recognizing the quote. "Very well observed, my 
darling." 


And then we rounded the corner, and the view took Mia's 
breath away, just as I'd hoped it would. 


The restaurant itself was mostly empty and the rich bright 
fabrics of the comfortable chairs around the immaculately 
set tables looked luxurious enough, but the low, flickering 
candle light made it seem magical. And if that wasn't 
enough, through the arched glass that stretched all the way 
to the floor, all you could see was the dark sky and the 
buildings of Moscow lit up all around us. 


"This place is beautiful." 
I smiled at her. "No more beautiful than you." 


With a nod to the Maitre D' I led Mia over to the table that I 
had chosen, right at the end of the hall. As far as I was 
concerned, the round table right up against the flat side of 
the arch, looking over one of Stalin's cathedral-esque 
skyscrapers that now served as the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs was the best. 


Mia couldn't stop looking around and I loved the look of 
wonder and awe on her face. I never thought I'd meet 
anyone as truly innocent as her, and at every opportunity I 
wanted to open her eyes to what the world could offer. But 
at the same time, I was determined that I would never let 
that innocence be crushed. 


"It's like being in an airship," she whispered as I pulled out 
her chair and slipped into the one next to her. 


"I never thought of it that way, but I see what you mean. 
Where would you have us go?" 


Mia laughed, shaking her head and blushing a little as the 
waiter appeared and took the napkin from her plate to set 
over her lap. I unfolded my own before he had the chance 
to. 


"I don't know. Anywhere with you. Nowhere at all. This view 
is pretty perfect." 


"T think so too." 


A moment later, a tray of drinks arrived and Mia's eyes lit 
up as the waiter slid a cocktail glass in front of her. "A 
speciality of the house. Our signature cocktail. The White 
Rabbit." 


She glanced at me with a smile and took a sip. "It's 
delicious. What do you have?" she asked, eyeing my stouter 
glass. 


"A Negroni. It's very bitter. Someone as sweet as you should 
have something to match." 


Mia blushed again. "You're not bitter, Valentin. I don't think 
so. I think you're very sweet." 


I shrugged, letting my eyes rove over her for the hundredth 
time this evening, trying to drink in how amazing she 
looked. I wouldn't ever get my fill of seeing her in all her 
finery, with her hair down rather than scraped back into the 
bun she had to wear on stage, and her makeup subtle and 
suggestive. "It bodes well for me that you think that." I let 
out a soft laugh. All I wanted to do was kiss her and touch 
her and I'd never have enough of that, but here, now, I 
meant to romance her the way that she deserved with 
everything at my disposal. "I took the liberty of ordering 
ahead. The kitchen is usually closed by now, but they kindly 
made an exception." 


Mia's eyes widened and she glanced back over her shoulder 
at the empty restaurant and the single member of waiting 
staff. "They stayed open for you?" 


"They stayed open for you," I corrected. "You are the 
newest ballerina in our city, soon to be the most famous." 


Mia flushed again. "Valentin... Stop." 


"You are. You will be. Trust me. You should believe in 
yourself the way that I believe in you. 


Mia 


The restaurant was amazing and I couldn't stop looking at 
the view of the city lit up all around us. I could hardly 
believe a place like this existed, let alone that Valentin had 
basically secured it for us to enjoy alone. If these were the 
kind of perks that came with being with him, then I could 
get used to this. Maybe the Bratva lifestyle wasn't so bad 
after all. 


I couldn't get over the way he wanted to spoil me, to show 
me every excess that he could, beyond anything I ever 
could have imagined I'd want. It was all amazing, but what I 
loved best was being there with him. None of it would have 
been half as fun if I'd been here with someone else. 


"I've never had someone order for me before," I told him, 
already impressed with his choice of cocktail. At home, back 
in the States, I was too young to drink and I was a little 
cautious when it came to alcohol, but Valentin seemed to 
know exactly what was good to try and I never felt like he 
was trying to get me drunk. It wasn't like he'd ever need to. 
He must have known by now that he could have me anytime 
he wanted me. Saying no to him wasn't something I could 
even comprehend wanting to do, but if I ever did, I felt 
secure that he would never force me. No matter what kind 
of games we got up to in the bedroom. 


"It is the tasting menu, so really it is the chef who has 
ordered for both of us." Valentin smiled, leaning back in his 
seat and stretching his arm across the back of mine. There 
was plenty of room around the table, but I liked that we had 


been seated close together, both of us looking out at the flat 
glass wall of the arched vault. 


He was close enough to stretch his arm around my 
shoulders and I leaned into him as he did so, relishing the 
warmth radiating off his chest. 


The point of his nose trailed a path down my neck, behind 
my ear, making me shudder with sensation. I loved the 
rough sandpaper of his stubble against my skin, reminding 
me of the burn of silk at my wrists. "You're wearing the 
perfume I got you." 


"Of course I am," I whispered back. "It makes me feel so 
sexy. Just like you do." 


Valentin let out a possessive little growl. "Mm you shouldn't 
say things like that. I'm trying to take you out for the 
evening, like a gentleman, show you the best dining that 
Moscow has to offer, and now all I want to do is forget about 
dinner and drag you right back home." 


I couldn't do a thing to hide my grin, but I did peel back 
from him and cleared my throat, hooding my eyes as I 
looked away and then right back at him. He was the only 
man in the world who made me feel like I could really flirt. 


"Good things come to those who wait. I can't get over how 
beautiful the city is from up here. That building is like 
something out of Gotham City, it's crazy." 


Valentin's eyes roamed over the impressive structure that 
seemed almost close enough to reach out and touch. "It's 
one of Stalin's Seven Sisters. Well, we just call them 
Vysotniye Zdaniye." 


I smiled, always thrilled when Valentin spoke Russian to me 
instead of switching back to English all the time. "What 
does that mean?" 


"The tall buildings." Valentin shrugged. "After the War, he 
wanted to make Moscow an impressive place to come to. To 
show that Russia was better than America. So, he built 
these. This one is the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, there is 
another ministry building as well, and the University, then 
there are two that are hotels, and two exclusive apartment 
blocks. All his conception, but the last one, they only 
finished maybe fifteen years ago. They are quite 
impressive." 


It reminded me of some kind of gothic cathedral crossed 
with the Empire State Building. It was no single column, 
and the thin spire at the top made the broad, almost 
sprawling base seem all the more weighty. The whole thing 
seemed supersized and straight out of someone's fantasy. 
"That's pretty cool." 


Valentin shrugged again. "Perhaps the money would have 
been better spent on housing, who knows. They are part of 
the city now. Part of the skyline. If nothing else, he was a 
man of vision." 


"Have you ever been up?" 


Valentin paused, leaning back as the waiter brought the 
first course and my eyes widened at the perfect, tiny plate. 
It looked like a miniature work of art, the sauce bright 
orange and zingy and full of a whole bunch of things that I 
couldn't identify by sight. 


"Wow. What is it?" 


"Sea urchin. I think sometimes it is even better than caviar. 
You will love it." 


I flushed, remembering the way he'd introduced me to that, 
eating it straight from my skin and letting me do the same. I 
wasn't ever going to be able to eat the stuff again without 


automatically getting turned on. Maybe that had been his 
plan all along. I cleared my throat, picking up my silverware 
to try to figure out the best way to attack the dish. 


"So, have you been up?" 


Valentin shook his head. "Not that one. I have been to the 
hotels. One day I will take you." 


I smiled. "Really? I'd like that. They're pretty awesome." 


He nodded. "Perhaps one day I will get tired of living where 
I grew up, and I will want to move to one of the apartment 
blocks and rub shoulders with all the other rich men in 
Moscow." 


I laughed. "Instead of a whole building full of ballerinas you 
mean? Hm, I don't know. I think you might get bored. 
Besides, you wouldn't have the studio to box in in the 
mornings." 


"That is true. You make a very good point." 


"I don't think I'd want to live in a place like that. Not all the 
time anyway. It looks like it should have King Kong climbing 
up the outside, you know?" 


Valentin laughed. "I never thought that before, but now I 
think you are absolutely right." 


I loved that with Valentin there was nothing stupid that I 
could say. He never made me feel foolish, or like he didn't 
want to hear what I had to say. In ballet, I'd been so used to 
being told that I didn't know enough yet, and being 
expected to defer to anyone with more experience, but 
Valentin just took me for who I was and didn't try to correct 
me, to make me do or be or say something better. I hadn't 
realized how much I'd been craving that until I figured out 
that that was what made him so easy to be around. 


Almost as soon as I'd finished the last bite on my plate, our 
waiter was there to clear them away. I was fascinated 
watching him work so silently around us, bringing in the 
next course almost without me noticing until it was right 
there in front of me, because I'd been so absorbed in 
talking to Valentin. 


The whole evening felt like a dream and the food was to die 
for. "This is probably the best meal I've ever eaten." 


Valentin's smile warmed his face. "Good. The chef will be 
pleased. I think that is what he is aiming for. As well as 
elevating traditional Russian cuisine, of course." 


"I love the crab. And the scallops. I think they were my 
favorite. Except, I bet the next thing that comes out will be 
even more perfect." 


He tilted his head, looking at me with an incredible depth of 
warmth in his eyes. "What?" 


He shook his head. "Nothing. I'm very glad I brought you 
here, that is all. You appreciate it all. It is very nice to see 
when so many people come here just to spend their money 
and take pictures to prove that they have been here. I like 
this about you." 


I bit my lip. "Are you saying it's obvious I don't eat out like 
this all the time?" 


His shoulder rose again, in another shrug. "I am saying it is 
refreshing to see someone who isn't bored and jaded and to 
spend time with someone who enjoys the finer things, the 
sensual things, the way that I do." 


I'd never seen food presented so perfectly, except on TV. 
Every single piece on my plate looked like it had been put 
there on purpose, right down to the individual salad leaves. 
It shouldn't have made any of it taste any better, but 


somehow I think it did. I felt like I could feel the care that 
the chef had taken with each plate, each perfectly shaped 
vegetable, and every bite I took was magical. 


The whole evening was like something out of someone 
else's life. But it wasn't someone else's life, it was mine and 
I could hardly believe it. I'd never set out wanting this kind 
of luxury or this kind of lifestyle, and I knew that it wasn't 
how Valentin spent his everyday, but suddenly, with him, 
this kind of place was in my reach. All these experiences I 
never thought I'd ever have were opening up in front of me. 


Valentin practically had the key to the city and he could get 
us in whatever he wanted to go. Wherever I wanted to go. 
And that was just a little dizzying. If I'd stayed in the States, 
my world would have been so much smaller for never 
having met him. The thought of that made my heart clench 
painfully. 


Valentin frowned, as though he sensed my distress. "What is 
the matter? Is something wrong? I will fix it." 


"No. No everything's wonderful." As ridiculous as it was, I 
could feel myself getting teary and I let out a laugh as I 
dabbed my eyes, to show him that it was all okay, but his 
eyebrows were still furrowed together in a serious line that 
made him look like he was figuring out who he had to 
pulverize. "Really, I promise. I was just thinking that if I 
never came here, I never would have met you." 


Valentin's face cleared and he reached across the table to 
take my hand, covering it with his large fist. "That is not 
something worth contemplating." 


I smiled. "I know. I don't ever want to think about you not 
being in my life." 


"Then don't, my darling. I plan to always be in yours from 
now on." 


I nodded furiously. "Me too. Always. I can't imagine every 
being apart from you again." 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 


\ / alentin 


Before we left, I texted Arkadi to bring the car around to 
meet us downstairs. Everything was perfect as we left the 
restaurant, and Mia curled happily against me, sliding her 
hands inside my jacket, along the front of my shirt, as we 
went down in the elevator. 


"Be careful. I won't be able to control myself if you keep 
doing that," I warned her, letting my teeth drag along her 
neck as I kissed her, making her giggle and squirm. 


"Do you promise?" 


I growled at her tease, pressing myself in hard against her 
before I could stop myself. "Mia, you have no idea." 


I really don't think that she did. When she touched me like 
that - innocent and coy like all she wanted was to feel my 
body - I didn't have a chance. And I could picture her doing 
this every day of our lives. It was something I would look 
forward to. 


Being with her would never get old, and I took just as much 
pleasure it having her against me. Even the brush of her 
knuckles against mine, or just as much as holding her hand, 
was enough to summon some serious electric charge. She 
turned me on more than I'd known anybody could, and I 
predicted I was going to spend at least half my life aroused, 
because I was never going to get used to her wanting me 
the way she did. 


I hated to have to pull away, but there was the second 
elevator to get to, and then the cold of the night air went 
some way towards stalling my libido and calming me down, 
but all the same, I had to make an awkward adjustment 
with a hand shoved into my pocket to realign my raging 
hard on. I'd have walked through the whole of Moscow with 
my cock proudly hard and on display for Mia, so that 
everybody knew that she was mine, but I didn't think she'd 
appreciate the primitive, possessive gesture. 


When it came to Mia, she brought out the beast in me, and 
sometimes I think she really liked that. 


But beast or not, I wasn't about to give Arkadi a show. Mia 
was mine to look at alone, and no matter how much I 
wanted her, I wasn't going to do anything while he had 
sight line of us in the mirror. 


I yanked the car door open, and gave her a mock bow as I 
held it open for her, making her grin. 


"Your carriage awaits, madame." 
"Mademoiselle, thank you very much." 


"My mistake. Although, I have a feeling that you will not be 
mademoiselle for long." 


"No?" She batted her eyes at me from the passenger seat 
and I leaned my arm against the roof of the car, content to 


stay right where I was and carry on this silly flirting. 
"No, I think that very soon you will be married." 

"Is that so?" 

"I hope so." 


The first shot rang out with an unmistakable crack that had 
me dropping to my knees. Mia screamed as I shoved her 
backwards, pulling her off the back seat of the car and onto 
the car floor. 


Every atom in me was hell bent on protecting her, and I 
covered her body with my own as shots ripped through the 
chassis of the car. 


"Drive!" I yelled, as I risked reaching out to slam the 
passenger door closed behind us, but Arkadi made no 
response. 


Once the first shower of bullets had died down, I peered 
around the seats to see the windshield shattered, and my 
loyal driver staring blankly, his chest riddled with bullets 
and his forehead a bloody mess. 


"What's going on? Oh my God." 


"Mia, look at me. Everything will be fine." I cupped her chin 
in my hands, my face in close to hers so that I filled up her 
entire focus. Her eyes were already welling with tears, and 
I didn't want her to see Arkadi. She didn't need to see that 
kind of ugliness. This was not a side of my world that I was 
proud of dragging her into, but it was done now. And the 
night that was supposed to be perfect was turning into a 
nightmare. 


"Listen to me. You keep your head down. You stay right 
here, behind the seat." 


"Where are you going?" 


"My love I'm going to get us out of here. I will be right here, 
I promise." 


Before she could ask any more questions, I kissed her, hard 
and deep and with as much conviction as I could muster. If 
anything was going to give me the drive to get us out of this 
mess, it was her. 


I wasn't going to let her die like this, and when I got us 
safely home, I was going to wage real war on Timoshenko. 
This was a line he should never have crossed, and tonight of 
all nights he was not going to succeed. 


Confident that the lull in the rain of bullets was a signal that 
the shooter had done his worst, I hopped into the front in 
the gap between the two front seats and slid down into the 
passenger footwell. 


"I'm sorry, my old friend," I whispered as I reached over to 
unclip Arkadi's seatbelt. Crossing myself in silent prayer, I 
unclipped it and reached over him to open the car door. 
Arkadi was a big man, but with a well timed shove, he 
slumped right out of the seat and onto the cold ground. "I 
will give you a good burial, my friend. I promise you this. 
And I will not let this go unpunished." 


I'd never been so furious in my life. All I had done was offer 
peaceable solutions so that bloodshed could be avoided, but 
Timoshenko would rather rip our city and all our Bratva 
comrades to shreds just to make his point and satisfy his 
ego. It made me sick to think that Mia could have so easily 
met the same fate. 


There was no going back from this. Revenge was the only 
option. 


I was able to slide into the driver's seat and pull the door 
closed, hoping that no one was foolish enough to risk the 
police arresting them by waiting around for a second go. 


The windshield was entirely shattered, and the pattern was 
frozen like the splinters that run across ice on a pond that 
won't smash through. I knew that unlike the side windows, 
which would biscuit into sugar lumps, the glass of the 
windshield was designed to stick together like a perfect 
sheet of chewy toffee and that was just what it had done. 
Only the bullet holes that had hit Arkadi had gone clean 
through. 


Turning the key in the ignition, I prayed that the gas tank 
hand not been shot out, and my prayers were answered just 
as I heard the wail of sirens coming closer. I hit the gas, 
putting the car into gear and pulling away sharply. 


I had no time to get the police involved and no trust that 
they would not be complicit in the whole mess. Right now, I 
couldn't be confident of anything any longer. Timoshenko 
had made his move and I had to assume that the Bratva was 
against me until I could prove otherwise. 


Trusting no one was the safest option. 


Back at the apartment building, I pulled Mia out of the car, 
lifting her up into my arms and jogging up the steps without 
even feeling her weight. She clung to me, and my grip on 
her must have been painfully tight, but I couldn't make my 
hands unclench. 


"Wait here," I told her shortly as I set her on her feet in 
front of her apartment. With one shoulder to the door, I 
barged it in and stormed inside, ignoring Eva and Maria's 
terrified faces as I scouted through the apartment looking 
for threats. 


"What's going on?" Eva demanded, but I didn't have time to 
answer her. 


"Nothing that concerns you. If anybody asks for Mia, let 
them in, but you haven't seen her. Understand?" 


She nodded vaguely, and I frowned. "Do you understand?" I 
shouted. 


"Yes!" She held her hands up in a surrender gesture, 
stepping out of my way as I continued my sweep of the 
rooms, checking every window, every cupboard, every door, 
until I was satisfied that there was nobody lurking waiting 
to do their worst. 


"Good. Do that, and you will be fine. It is me they are trying 
to hurt." 


"Mia, you can come in," I called, and she stepped cautiously 
into the corridor, looking more than a little shell shocked. I 
hated that I had been the one to cause that after such a 
wonderful evening. 


"Pack a bag," I said softly, going over to her and stroking 
along her arms in an attempt to soothe her. "I will meet you 
here in five minutes. Do not go downstairs. We will go 
somewhere safe, together, okay?" 


She nodded mutely, but when I tried to pull away, her 
fingers were clenched tightly in the sleeve of my jacket and 
I had to peel them away. "You're bleeding!" 


"No, my darling." I shook my head sadly, knowing that it 
was Arkadi's blood that she was seeing seeped into my 
shirt, impossibly scarlet. "I am fine. I promise. Pack your 
things. I won't be long." 


I took the stairs two at a time up to my apartment, and 
made the same hurried checks, mystified to find that there 


was nobody waiting. If Timoshenko had planned a hit, he 
had been arrogant about the outcome. I knew from Maxim, 
that a plan B was always necessary, but it seemed as though 
Timoshenko hadn't put one in place. 


I grabbed a bag of my own, and darted around the 
apartment gathering all the important things. It wasn't 
clothes I reached for; I needed weapons in whatever form 
they came. I needed my laptop, my files, the backups of the 
company information and the contact list that was always 
doubly encrypted and only trusted to so many men. And I 
had to make sure my access had not been revoked. 


It was worth the two minutes it took to boot my computer 
and burn an uncoded copy to a pen drive. That was the only 
way I knew for certain that Timoshenko couldn't burn the 
house right out from under me. 


Whatever he did next, I still had the bones of what I needed 
to remain in control and I slammed the lid of the computer 
down with a sigh of relief. Whatever move he'd made, it was 
an incomplete and inept one, and I had to count my 
blessings. 


I wouldn't get another chance, so I had to make the 
strongest move I could right there and then. And that was 
going to take more firepower than I had alone. In this city I 
didn't know exactly who I could trust to side with me over 
Timoshenko, but I had my allies elsewhere and they had 
already sworn allegiance in blood. 


Last thing, I headed for the safe and pulled out my gun. I 
didn't have a multitude of weapons here. This was my 
home, not an armory, and it didn't make sense when I had 
an entire security firm under my command, but all the 
same, I was very glad for the heavy weight of my Glock in 
my palm. 


Right then, I could vividly picture myself putting a bullet 
right between Timoshenko's eyes. He'd tried to hurt Mia, 
and I couldn't let him live that down. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 


M: 


I was practically shaking when Valentin left me in the 
apartment to go up and get some things of his own. I 
couldn't believe what had happened. Everything about the 
evening had been perfect, and then suddenly it had gotten 
so badly out of control. 


"What happened?" Eva asked, leading me towards my 
bedroom and helping me to find a bag. 


I was almost too stunned to answer her. "There was - 
someone shot at us. In the car. And Valentin's driver-" I cut 
myself off with a grimace, not wanting to think about the 
way Valentin had had to push his body out to get us to 
safety. 


This was a world I'd never wanted to be a part of, but I 
didn't have a choice when it was so tied up with everything 
that Valentin was. There was no way I could walk away from 
him now. I loved him too much to do that. 


Eva sat me down on the bed. "Oh my God, are you okay?" 


I nodded. "Yeah. I am. I'm fine. Valentin got us out of there." 


"You didn't wait around for the police?" Maria was leaning 
in my doorway, and the pair of us both looked up at her 
blankly. 


"I don't think that would have been a good idea." 


"Why not? I thought the wonderful Mr. Rozhkov was above 
reproach." 


Eva stood up sharply. "Thank you for your input Maria. We 
are busy right now. Perhaps you can go and find Yuri." With 
that she closed the door in her face, and I couldn't have 
been more grateful to her. The more I interacted with 
Maria, the less I liked her and I was beginning to think her 
petty little jibes were all fueled by jealousy. 


Eva turned back to me with a smile sneaking onto her face. 
"Oops. My hand slipped. These doors, they slam so easily." 


And suddenly I was laughing. That was just the antidote I 
needed, and Eva seemed to know it instinctively. 
Automatically, my hand drifted up to cover my mouth and 
Eva's smile widened. 


"That's better. Keep smiling. And then tell me all about this 
ring! Nothing happened to you, and I know that Valentin 
will sort all of this out and then you will never have anything 
to worry about, so focus on the good things, hmm?" 


"You think?" 


"I know. The Rozhkov's are good people. They always have 
been, and he will find a way to make everything good again. 
You just wait and see." 


Almost as soon as I had my bag packed, Valentin was back 
again, knocking on my bedroom door. Eva let him in and I 


felt myself relax just knowing he was with me again, despite 
the tension in his face. 


“Come, we need to go now." 
“Where are we going?" 


In one motion, he scooped up my suitcase and took my arm, 
leading me out to the hallway. "I think that we should pay 
another of the Seven Sisters a visit. Why not take the 
opportunity for a little sightseeing, yes?" 


"The Seven Sisters?" I frowned, not understanding at all 
until Eva let out a slow whistle and I turned around to see 
her leaning in the doorframe. 


"Those are some very nice hotels... Bring me back some of 
the bubble bath?" 


All I could do was nod, and then Valentin hurried me out of 
the door. He practically jogged down the stairs, and I 
struggled to keep up with his large strides. Everything felt 
far too urgent, and I had never known tension in Valentin's 
body like this. 


On the street he pulled out his cell phone and two minutes 
later, a car pulled up and the driver got out. Valentin loaded 
our bags into the trunk and handed over a roll of bills in 
exchange for the car keys before he turned around and 
walked off down the street just like we were in some kind of 
spy movie. My blood had to be pure adrenaline. 


"Get in. We're crossing the city. It's going to be a little 
while." 


Valentin 


Viktor positioned himself by the door of the hotel suite I had 
moved us into when I requisitioned the entire floor, his body 
in an easy pose that I knew had nothing to do with his state 
of alertness. 


He'd had his eyes on the windows, the same as I had. Both 
of us had scoped out the access from the balcony as a 
possible weak point, and then I had firmly locked the door 
and closed the curtains. I wasn't going to let anyone sneak 
up on us the way that they had sieged Maxim's house in St 
Petersburg. This time, I knew that I had no backup on the 
outside. 


If Timoshenko had eyes on me, I didn't plan on making this 
easy for him. 


The first knock on the door took Viktor by surprise, but I 
had been expecting it. 


"Maxim, Elizabeth! What are you doing here?" 


My oldest Bratva friend and his wife walked in, and Mia 
started to her feet. She'd changed out of her dress into 
more comfortable clothes and now she stood there, 
brushing her leggings down, turning pink at the ears as 
though she suddenly felt under dressed. 


"You look beautiful," I whispered, ducking down to place a 
kiss just behind her ear as I swept past her to shake my 
guests hands. 


"Thank you for coming so quickly." 


Maxim raised an eyebrow and clapped me on the back with 
a solid palm. "After all this we weren't very well going to 
leave you to handle the old man on your own. Besides, we 
all worked pretty well together securing St Petersburg." 


Elizabeth reached up to pull me into a brief hug, and 
pressed a kiss to my cheek. "You've done so much for both 
of us, Valentin. We've got your back just like you had ours." 


She turned to Viktor with another smile. "Oh, and I hope 
you don't mind, but Destiny said she'd never been to 
Moscow, and someone's going to have to stay and look after 
the babies while we're putting the state of things to rights, 
so..." She stepped back out of the doorway, and Destiny 
stepped through the door. 


Viktor let out a strangled kind of cry and swept the curvy 
woman into his arms, kissing her so fiercely that all of us 
had to laugh. 


"I have kept them apart for too long," I admitted with a 
glance back into the room to where Mia was hovering 
behind us, looking a little awkward. I had a lot of respect for 
Viktor for standing by me, and allowing me to wrench him 
away from the love of his life, right when it could have been 
the last thing either of them wanted, but it wasn't going to 
be forever. I would make sure of that. I extended a hand, 
beckoning Mia towards me and she took it, drawing in close 
to my side. 


"This is Mia. The woman of my dreams and my future wife, 
as of this evening." 


"Valentin..." Mia hissed, turning adorably pink around the 
ears. 


"It's true, my darling. And these are my very good friends. 
My brothers." 


Maxim patted me on the shoulder again. "About bloody 
time, mate. Well done." Then he turned to Mia with the 
smile that had become more prevalent since he'd met 
Elizabeth. "Lovely to meet you. Don't let us put you off. 


Valentin's the brains of the operation, clearly. The rest of us 
are all just the muscle." 


Elizabeth rolled her eyes and swatted her husband's 
shoulder. "Maxim, stop." 


He leaned in to kiss his wife, and Mia looked up at me with 
a warm smile, curling closer in against me. 


Another knock on the door brought another pair of familiar 
faces and it was Maxim's turn to let out a surprised shout. 


“Roman! Ivan - bloody hell, the pair of you got here fast." 


"Anything for Valentin," Ivan let out gruffly, striding into the 
room with all of the presence of the New York cop that he 
was. "Becca wouldn't let me live it down if I didn't pay off 
my debts, and I wasn't going to turn down the chance to 
come back to Moscow, just this once. What the hell is all this 
about Timoshenko playing drive-by tonight?" 


I shrugged it off. "Don't worry about it. You're all here and 
that's all that I need to make our counter move." 


As always, Roman was impeccably turned out and well 
tanned and he set his bag down at his feet and Destiny sent 
him a broad grin. "Oh my God, I didn't think you were going 
to come! Is Chloe here too?" 


"Did you think she'd let me come all the way to Russia 
without her? She's just down the hall. Can't wait to see 
you." 


I folded my arms across my chest and rocked back on my 
heels, looking across the room at all of the men who I'd 
brought together, all of the men who I'd worked so hard to 
bolster up and support however they needed, to keep the 
Bratva moving forward. These four men were our most key 
players. All the way along, I had asked for their support 


when the time came, and they had promised it to me, but I 
hadn't known how much to rely on their word when push 
came to shove. 


But here they all were. And they'd brought their families 
too. This truly was a new era, and I wouldn't have had it any 
other way. 


"Thank you for coming, gentlemen. I can't promise that this 
is going to be easy, but I can promise that at the end of it, 
we will have the Bratva we have been working together so 
hard to achieve for so many years, and you will all be my 
most senior members. I wouldn't be here today if it wasn't 
for you, and I will never be able to fully repay you for that." 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 


M: 


Elizabeth was the only one of the wives who went out with 
the men, after they'd all selected their weapons. "How come 
she's gone with them?" I asked Destiny, while Chloe made 
coffee. 


"Oh, that's just Elizabeth. She's Maxim's partner in crime." 
Her smile flashed wickedly and I couldn't tell whether she 
was joking or serious. "They work really well together. And 
she's a great mom, but she really loves her work too, and 
she doesn't mind getting muddled up in all the... what does 
she call it, Chloe?" 


"Wet work." She gave a little bit of a shudder. "That's the 
only bit I don't like. I'm glad Roman's mostly on the money 
side of things." 


Becca nodded. "They've got a solid moral code, though. No 
one dies who doesn't deserve it. Ivan would never stand for 
that." 


I felt like maybe I should have been the one playing host, 
seeing as Valentin was the one whose suite this was, and we 
were the ones staying in it, but I didn't mind giving over to 
the happy enthusiasm of Destiny and Chloe as they 
navigated the room's coffee machine and made us all 
complicated looking lattes like the double act they had 
clearly had a lot of practice being. The pair of friends were 
so eager to try to include me and Becca - the only two who 
didn't really seem to know the others, that it was impossible 
to feel put out. 


I'd worried that I'd feel out of place - too young - among the 
families of Valentin's friends. But that wasn't true at all. 
There had to only be a handful of years between us all, and 
although I was fairly sure I was the youngest, it can't have 
been by much. And not one of us was Russian. 


"So," I started, once I had a cup of coffee in my hand, 
tucking my feet up under me on the L-shaped sofa in the 
middle of the suite." Did any of you ever think you'd wind up 
marrying into the mob?" 


Chloe barked a laugh. "Hell no. But it's the best thing that 
ever happened to me. I've gotta tell you, these Russians are 
good men." Destiny nodded, folding her arms across her 
chest. 


"I never thought I'd end up with someone like Viktor, let 
alone living in Russia, but he's like no one else I've ever 
met. The Bratva is his world right now, but I'm his 
everything, and I know that." 


Becca let out a hum of agreement. "If you're thinking about 
joining our little wives' club, I say go for it. I’ve loved Ivan 
forever, even before I knew what he really did, but knowing 
makes it even better. I see all the things he does every day 
to make sure he's doing right by the people he cares about 
and the people he's in charge of. And I wouldn't have it any 


other way. Plus, Valentin's fantastic, he's always made sure 
Ivan has everything he needs, whatever that is." 


Destiny nodded. "She's right. I wouldn't tolerate Viktor 
being all the way here while I'm back home if I didn't think 
that. The sooner they get this nonsense sorted the better. 
Then we can all get back to normal." She smiled. "Not that 
it isn't great to meet you guys." 


Becca laughed. "Seriously, it's great to finally meet you 
guys. We're a bit cut off from everyone apart from Roman in 
New York, and he's been a bit... preoccupied? Since 
meeting you Chloe!" 


Chloe laughed. "We've been very busy, that's all. But when 
we get back, you guys should totally make plans to come 
and visit us." 


"My family's in New York. I'm definitely going to come and 
see you when we visit them," I put in, and she looked at me, 
stunned for a moment, and then her smile widened. 


"That would be awesome." 


"Oh!" Becca put in, giggling at me, and I realized what I'd 
said. "So it's all decided then, you're going to be one of us?" 


I bit my lip. "I guess so. You're right about Valentin, all of 
you. I never thought men like him really existed, and then 
there he was sweeping me off my feet. I thought all of this 
Bratva business would be too much, but I can see how loyal 
everyone is to it, and what it means to them all." 


"Mia you're going to be the next Bratva Queen, you know 
that right? Valentin is going to be the boss of all bosses." 


I shrugged, setting my coffee down on the low glass table in 
front of me. "From where I'm sitting, he already is." 


And now I knew that this was about more than money and 
power. Seeing these women and watching Valentin interact 
with them and their husbands, I knew now that what was 
really at the core was family. 


And that was something I wanted to be a part of. 


There was a knock at the door of the hotel suite, and I got 
up to go and answer it, with the other three ladies hot on 
my heels. 


"Check the peephole." 
"Who is it?" 
"Are you expecting anyone?" 


I glanced over my shoulder, suddenly feeling all the more 
wary about opening it. "No one knows we're here. Valentin 
only set this up this morning." 


On tip toes I stood to peer through the peephole, and saw a 
skinny man in a hotel uniform standing with his arms 
clasped behind him. 


"T think it's the bellhop." 


"Do you recognize him?" Becca asked with the kind of 
seriousness in her tone that had my heart rate rising. 


"I think so?" The man knocked again. "There's no one else 
out there. I'm going to open it." 


Destiny put her hand up. "Wait!" In two strides, she crossed 
to the bookshelf and picked up a heavy abstract lamp base, 
holding it over her shoulder like she planned on hitting 
someone with it if she had to. 


Becca took a bunch of keys out of her handbag and slipped 
one into her palm so that the sharp edge jutted out 
between her knuckles when she made a fist and Chloe 


pulled her cell phone out and stepped out of the line of 
sight of the door, putting some distance between us and 
them. 


"I've got Roman on speed dial, just in case." 
I took a deep breath and opened the door. 


The bellhop took a step back, eyes darting between me and 
Destiny and the lamp. "Um... sorry to disturb you. There's a 
gentleman downstairs who wanted to see you? He said to 
give you this note." 


I took the piece of paper from him with a stiff nod. "Thank 
you.’ 


Becca pulled me back inside and Destiny slammed the door 
closed. "You can't be too careful. No point hanging around 
in the hall." 


"Right." I swallowed hard, looking down at the piece of 
paper in my grip, wondering whether I could really sign up 
to a life of this much paranoia. But the answer was already 
clear to me. For Valentin, I'd do anything it took. 


"What does it say?" 


"Give me a minute. " And part of me wasn't sure I wanted 
to. I had a suspicion I knew who the gentleman waiting 
downstairs in the lobby was, and not one of these ladies was 
going to let me go down and talk to him if it was who I 
thought it was. 


I unfolded the piece of paper, and written across the middle 
was a Single line. 


My dear Mia, I hope that you will join me for tea to 
congratulate you on your engagement. I would also like to 
discuss some things with you, before it is all too late and 
mistakes are made. 


"Well?" Suddenly I had three pairs of eyes fixed on me, and 
I knew I wasn't going to get away without a convincing 
answer. 


"It's Timoshenko," I heard myself say before I could stuff 
the words back into my mouth. 


"What?" 
"He - wants to have tea with me." 


“He wants to kidnap your ass, that's what he wants to do. 
Trust me." 


"No, I really don't think he does. This whole thing has only 
been dragging on so long because... he's Valentin's father. 
But he's too stubborn to admit it, and he thinks he has to be 
take over by force or no one will take Valentin seriously. 
Which isn't even all of it, because he's just scared of getting 
old and having nothing to do anymore, and Valentin's been 
trying to get him to just sign over control, like it's any other 
company..." 


"Honey, breathe." Destiny blinked at me, and I could see 
that I probably wasn't making much sense. "Go back a 
minute. Valentin is Timoshenko's son?" 


I nodded. "He had an affair with Valentin's mother. She was 
a famous ballet dancer. I think that's why Timoshenko's 
been so comfortable talking to me. I think I remind him of 
his life back then, before his... legitimate family got killed. 
And, I don't know. I really think he might want to make a 
deal after all." 


Becca folded her arms across her chest and shook her 
head. "I don't like this." 


"Me neither," Chloe agreed. 


I let out a breath. "Look, if he's here and means me harm, 
then one way or another, he's going to hurt me. If I don't go 
down there, he's going to come up here, and Valentin and 
everyone else - they're halfway across the city. If I go down 
there, then you guys, and your babies, they're safe. And if 
he kidnaps me, then you'll know what happened and you 
can tell Valentin, and he'll come and find me. It's the only 
thing that makes sense." 


Not one of the three stopped frowning at me, but Chloe did 
dart a look across to Destiny. "She kind of makes a good 
point." 


"That doesn't mean we have to like it." 


I set the note down in the middle of the table. "Look, this is 
my risk to take. And you can't stop me. I know what I'm 
doing, okay? If I'm going to be part of this family, then I 
have to do this, for Valentin. Just, let me talk to him." 


For all my bravado, I was shaking when I walked out into 
the hall. Every step along the corridor towards the 
elevators felt like it took an eternity and I had to force 
myself not to jump at every single unexpected sound on the 
deserted floor. 


No one else was up here but us, and everyone was crowded 
into the suite, which made me all the more aware that there 
weren't supposed to be any other people here. I didn't relax 
until I was safely inside the elevator, and I prayed that the 
doors wouldn't open until we reached the ground floor. 


I might have crumpled into a pathetic heap if we'd stopped 
on the way down, paranoid that I was about to get machine- 
gunned. 


But the doors pinged open right opposite the hotel lobby, 
and I stepped out on shaky legs, feeling way more green 


than I ever did before I had to go out on stage. This was no 
performance, this was real life, and whatever happened 
next could very well determine how the rest of mine carried 
on. 


CHAPTER THIRTY 


M: 


I recognized the small, greying form of Timoshenko tucked 
into one of the tables just off the bar. He was reading a 
newspaper, looking like any other gentleman who was 
supposed to be there, and he looked up with a smile as I 
came close. 


"Thank you for coming down. I'm very grateful." 
"How did you know I was here?" 


"Valentin underestimates how many spiderwebs I have spun 
across this city. It is impossible for anyone to hide from me; 
even him. Especially him." 


I sat down primly on the edge of my seat and Timoshenko 
flagged one of the waiters down. "Tea, please. And a 
selection of your best cakes." 


I smiled thinly. "Did you really come here to eat cake with 
me?" 


He folded his newspaper in half, and then quartered it, 
tucking it onto the table in a way that made me feel he was 
finally giving me his full attention. "No. You know that I did 
not. I would like to talk to you about the future." 


"Go on." 


He made a gesture with the gun he had folded into his 
newspaper, and with cold certainty I realized that he 
wanted me to get to my feet. 


I'd thought I could handle this. I thought that the man liked 
me, but Valentin had been right this whole time, and 
suddenly I was the most afraid I'd ever been. He hadn't 
come here to talk to me, he'd come here to make a last 
desperate move in an attempt to retain power for himself. 


"Don't make a scene, Mia. Stand up and walk out of here 
with me and nobody needs to get hurt." 


I gritted my teeth, determined not to give in to the little 
quiver of fear that threatened to make my lip wobble. 
Dignity was something I could still muster. If I could get 
onto a stage in front of a crowded theater and dance my 
heart out, then I could manage to walk the length of the 
lobby with him without going to pieces. 


"You're a really bad liar, you know that?" 


Timoshenko shrugged. "And yet, you keep listening to me. 
Who is the more foolish? Mia, don't take this personally, it is 
simply the way that it has to be. I have told you that." 


"It didn't have to be this way if you weren't so damn 
stubborn, Yakov." 


He let out a dull laugh. "You know nothing about this world, 
Mia, don't pretend to. Be glad that I am giving you a chance 


to change your mind and get out of it all before you marry 
the devil himself." 


"What are you talking about?" 


"I heard about your proposal. I think that you should walk 
away." 


I glared at him. "Valentin is a good man. And I would stand 
by him through anything. Even this. I'm sorry you never got 
to see that about him. Maybe you should have looked a little 
harder. But you're not going to be able to bully me into 
leaving him. Maybe you should have got the guy who shot at 
us last night to aim more accurately, because there is no 
way I'm leaving him." 


Timoshenko frowned. "I don't know what you're talking 
about." 


"No? Don't bullshit me. You tried to have us all killed!" 
Timoshenko almost looked affronted. 


"You are wrong. I did nothing of the kind. I came here to 
talk to you before it is too late." 


"Why should I believe that when you're pointing a gun at 
me, again?" 


Timoshenko gritted his teeth. "If I did not have the gun, you 
would not listen because you think that I was behind what 
happened last night. I assure you, I was not." 


Despite everything I'd learned about the man, my instincts 
told me that he was being sincere. I nodded for him to go 
on. "I have read Valentin's proposal. He wants me to step 
down, to sign everything over like the Bratva is just another 
company." He grimaced. "It is not. And it cannot be that 
simple." 


"No. I know it's not. He does too, deep down. If you listened 
to him-" 


Timoshenko held his hand up and I let myself fall silent. "I 
am not here to argue. I think that I understand what he is 
trying to do. It is not that simple, but his modern plans are 
to make it appear as though it is." 


I nodded. "I think so. That's what I understand." 


"Well, there are certain things, things like my club, 
Zhivago's, and various longstanding partnerships and 
dealings that... are never going to fit into that model." 


I swallowed, trying to make sure my voice didn't shrivel up 
with nerves. "I think Valentin plans to shut that side of 
things down." 


He let out a low harumph. "He cannot just wash his hands 
of our lifeblood." 


I grimaced. This, I could guess, was the cause of the 
contentions between them. "I think he just thinks that the 
risks aren't worth the reward." 


Timoshenko practically rolled his eyes. "But he thinks that 
he can simply click his fingers and magic them away. No. 
Even Roman is not good enough to make that paper trail 
vanish." 


“What are you saying?" 


He paused while the waitress set down the tea pot and a 
pair of mugs, and then a stacked tray of cakes and plates 
for each of us. 


He helped me to a cream cake, and poured the tea. I tried 
not to let myself feel nauseous just looking at them. 


"I am saying that I have a solution to mesh with his. I have 
realized, Mia, that I do not want to die. I have been thinking 
a lot about what you said to me. About my ego, and about 
what I could have. I do not want to force my son to kill me. 
And that is what Valentin is to me, no matter how much I 
have denied it. I think that it would be better for this to 
become a partnership." 


I felt my heart jump in my chest, full of hope that what he 
was Saying was true. But all at once, I could see the flaw. 
Valentin hadn't worked as hard as he had to settle for a 
partnership, least of all now, when Timoshenko had tried to 
kill him and me. "Yakov... I don't think he's going to go for 
that." 


“Listen to me. I will keep hold of the things he wishes to be 
rid of. It will be my name on them. They will not be tied to 
the Bratva. And Valentin can have the rest. I will still have 
my city. All the little enterprises that I set up. At least until 
the police come after them." 


My eyes widened. He really did understand what Valentin 
had been trying to do in giving the Bratva a clean image, a 
spotless paper trail, and he didn't think it was ever going to 
wash without a scapegoat. "But they'll lock you up." 


Timoshenko shook his head. "No. I am an old man. And the 
police have too much loyalty to us. And, perhaps I am 
wrong. But what does it matter? I will be alive, and Valentin 
will be the head of the Bratva, and he will have his modern 
revolution." 


"You'd do that for him?" 


Timoshenko shrugged. "It is as you said. He is my son. And I 
am looking forward to welcoming you as a daughter in law. 
Perhaps I will live to see my grandchildren. I didn't realize 


that this was what I wanted until I saw that it might happen 
without me." 


I blinked at him, completely confused by what the man was 
saying. 


“But you... you had us shot at! You killed Arkadi!" 


Timoshenko let out a weary sigh. "No. I did not. I think that 
I have an unruly disciple to blame. And I am taking care of 
it. I hope that Valentin will understand. But if he does not, I 
need you to make him." 


Finally it felt like everything I'd believed was really true was 
coming into play. I'd been right this whole time. Timoshenko 
did care about Valentin, he'd just been too proud to admit 
it, but now, because of me, he truly wanted to make a 
change. 


I beamed, reaching across the table to squeeze his hand. 
"Thank you. Thank you so much. This is definitely the right 
thing to do." 


He nodded slowly and he patted my hand. "Well, now you 
must tell him. And I must sign his infernal paperwork and 
we will announce it to the Bratva. It will be done. Now show 
me this ring of yours. I hope - oh yes, he has good taste. 
That is something." 


I couldn't stop myself from laughing, but I think it was more 
the relief that flooded through me than anything else. This 
meant so much to me. Valentin didn't have to do something 
horrible that would hang over him for the rest of his life just 
to take the throne he was owed, and that was the best 
engagement present I ever could have asked for. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 


\ / alentin 


All six of us jumped into the dark grey Land Rover with 
blacked out windows that Maxim had somehow acquired. I 
rode shotgun while he drove, and the others piled into the 
back. Somewhere along the line, Elizabeth had become one 
of the guys and I wasn't about to argue that she should stay 
back with the others. She'd proven her worth in St 
Petersburg, and I had no doubt that she would do whatever 
it took for me here in Moscow, too. 


In the mirror, I could see Ivan hanging onto the handle 
above the door, looking grimly out the window, no doubt 
aligning himself with whatever came next. Roman took the 
other side, laptop out, no doubt already chasing cash flow 
to hone in on our target. Elizabeth was in the back row, in 
one of the side seats right at the rear, taking up point with 
Viktor. With those two defending us, I pitied the fool who 
tried to follow us. Anyone who opened fire was good as 
dead. 


"Where to?" 


There was only one place that made sense to me. One place 
that Timoshenko had always clung to. "Zhivago's." 


From the hotel, it was a long drive, but Maxim had an 
inbuilt knowledge of the back roads like he was a local in so 
many towns. I knew from being his handler for so many 
years that he would get us exactly where we needed to go 
in as little time as possible, and as he gunned the engine 
and yanked the handbrake up sharply, spinning us out into 
a sharp turn, I knew I wasn't wrong. 


We screeched to a halt right outside the doors, and we piled 
out without a word. From the back Elizabeth pulled out a 
black duffle and handed out an assortment of sawn off 
shotguns and assault rifles. 


"Go big, or go home. Isn't that right, Valentin?" 


I met Maxim's eye and nodded shortly. Today, this ended. 
There was no other way. At least under Maxim's guidance, I 
knew that whatever happened, nothing would be traced to 
us, because there would never be any bodies found. 


"Let's do this." 


As one, the six of us pushed through the swing doors and 
the bouncers recoiled at the sight of us, hands already 
rising above their heads in a surrender gesture, weapons 
discarded on the floor in a resounding clatter. 


“Where's Timoshenko?" I boomed. He was the only one I 
cared about. 


The two thick-necked goons looked at each other dumbly 
and their frightened eyes pivoted back to mine. 


"I'm losing patience..." 


There was a noise behind the bar, and Maxim gestured for 
Viktor to go one way, Elizabeth the other. 


I shook my head and strode towards it, leaning over the 
counter to grab the coward by the collar and yank him to 
his feet. I'd been expecting a bar worker to have to dismiss 
in short order with instructions not to speak a word of what 
he'd seen to anybody. 


But what I found instead was Yuri. 
"What are you doing here?" 


He visibly flinched back at my growl, hands raising 
involuntarily to shield his face. 


"Nothing!" 
"Bull shit. What are you doing here?" 


I knew Timoshenko's preferred structure and there was no 
way that a low life like Yuri was allowed in here. It was too 
close to Timoshenko himself. Even he preferred to draw a 
line between himself and the common thugs he got to do his 
business. 


Yuri shook his head, refusing to say a word, and that was 
when I really knew that he was out to cause me trouble. I 
yanked him up over the bar and tossed him down at Ivan's 
feet. "Guard him. If he moves, shoot him. I don't have time 
for this rubbish." 


I turned on the spot, surveying the single room of the club. 
"Where is Timoshenko? I will ask you all one more time, and 
then I am afraid that I will have to start shooting because 
your silence will have to be taken as disrespect towards me 
as your new leader. Do you understand?" 


Again, one of the bouncers shot a glance at his mate, and 
then his eyes pitched back to mine. 


"He said he had to solve a problem." 


I gritted my teeth. Across the room from me, I saw all five of 
my brethren tense. We all knew exactly what that meant; no 
one was talking crosswords or sudoku. 


"Where did he go?" 
"T don't know?" 


I leveled my gun at the man's skull and his eyes widened. "I 
swear to you, I do not know!" 


Suddenly there was the sound of a toilet flushing and then a 
moment later, the swing door to the ladies room pushed 
open. Maria took two steps into the room before the smile 
snapped clean off her face and she froze. 


"Get her." 


Minute by minute, I was piecing together a picture of what 
exactly had happened here. 


Elizabeth grabbed the dancer by the ponytail at the back of 
her neck, yanking on it hard enough to make her arch her 
neck back and squeal in complaint. 


"Did you tell Timoshenko where to go?" 


Her eyes narrowed spitefully on me. "You and Mia, you 
think you're so great." 


"Did you tell him where she is?" 


My cell phone started ringing right at that moment and I 
pulled it out with an irritated glare, but it faded as soon as I 
picked up on a stream of fast paced panic. 


“Destiny? Calm down. Do you want to speak to Viktor?" 


"Timoshenko's here and he's downstairs talking to Mia. We 
tried to stop her, but she said she had to do it." 


I felt the color drain out of the world right in front of me, 
and ice from the hardest Siberian winters I'd known seep 
into my bones. 


Right in front of me, Maria's smile curled wider. Elizabeth 
kneed her in the back of the thigh and she went down hard 
against the floor. Yuri didn't even protest. The coward knew 
what was good for him. 


"Don't go downstairs. We're on our way." 


I hung up sharply, feeling a red haze of anger wash down 
over me. I kicked out at Yuri, letting out a visceral, primal 
yell that stalled my companions in their tracks. 


"Valentin?" 


"Timoshenko has Mia." Already I was pulling my gun out 
from inside my jacket, checking and rechecking my 
ammunition. If he'd laid so much as a finger on her, I was 
going to gut him. I would pull his entrails out while he was 
still breathing and feed them to him. 


"Where are they?" Maxim had his phone out in a flash, 
already making the kind of arrangements that he excelled 
in. I knew we would have all the firepower in the city at our 
disposal in a matter of seconds. 


"Back at the hotel." 
“Cunning old git, isn't he?" 


I shook my head, eyes narrowed on Maria. "Spiteful bitch, 
more like it." 


The woman pouted, throwing me a glower. "Maybe the both 
of you need to learn not to take what isn't yours." 


I had neither the time nor the inclination to stand around 
engaging the bitter Maria in conversation, and I wasn't the 


only one to realize the urgency of the situation. 


"Let's go." Maxim was already by the exit, beckoning to get 
us out of the building. 


Elizabeth shoved Maria towards the doors, and Ivan 
grabbed Yuri by the shirt collar, yanking him along too. 
Every one of us knew far better than to leave any hostile 
parties where they could make trouble. 


The unfortunate couple were shoved onto the floor in the 
back of the Land Rover and the six of us crammed back in 
around them, weapons still at the ready while Elizabeth 
produced a stash of cable ties from her back pocket and 
tied the pair of them up. 


Maxim floored the accelerator, burning rubber as we raced 
away from the curb. No one said a word, but we all knew 
the race was on to get back to the grand tower of the hotel 
overlooking the river, before Timoshenko made it famous 
for more than just the architecture. 


The whole way back, I never loosened my grip on my gun. 
The only thing I could think about was putting a bullet 
between Timoshenko's eyes. The image burnt deep into my 
brain. One way or another, it was going to happen. The only 
difference was that if he'd hurt Mia, I was going to make 
him suffer first. 


As fast as Maxim drove, it couldn't have been fast enough. 
He avoided traffic like a pro, diving down all the side roads 
and weaving through the city on every diversion possible so 
that we never sat in traffic. The city streets were a 
playground to him, and I loved him for that. 


In less time than it had taken us to get to Zhivago's, Maxim 
screeched us to a halt right outside the main entrance to 


the hotel and I yanked the passenger door open, jumping 
out before he'd even fully come to a stop. 


I heard the slam of all the other doors of the car almost 
simultaneously and I didn't need to look over my shoulder 
to know that I had all six of them flanking me. My Bratva, 
right by my side when I needed them the most. You couldn't 
buy that kind of loyalty and I would never have tried. 


With my gun raised, I shoved past the doorman and the 
bellboy took one look and darted for cover, like a startled 
hare. 


A quick glance around told me he wasn't in the lobby and I 
rounded through the wide hallway towards the bar and 
restaurant, my eyes scouring over each face, discounting 
strangers, seeking out the woman I loved. 


Then, across the length of the bar, I honed in on Mia's 
silhouette. She could have been the only one in the room, 
except I was all too aware of Timoshenko right there with 
her. 


The first person who saw me raise my gun right into the air 
screamed. That didn't stop me from releasing three clear 
shots into the ceiling that had everyone ducking and 
covering their ears. 


Women screamed, hotel staff tried to hide their panic. No 
doubt someone would have pressed a panic button or called 
the police. I didn't care. I wanted the room cleared so that 
there were no witnesses when I took Yakov out once and for 
all. 


Behind me, I heard two more shots release and the 
shattering of glass. I didn't have to look around to know 
that Maxim and Elizabeth had taken out the CCTV cameras. 


What happened next was not going to become public 
knowledge. 


Aware of the room clearing of other guests and my 
brethren encouraging them to leave, I strolled the length of 
the room, my eyes burning into Mia's. I couldn't understand 
why she wasn't running to me. Why she was just sitting 
there, eyes wide. 


"Valentin!" 


And then I saw the gun he had pointed at her, quiet subtly 
beneath a folded newspaper. 


"Let her go, Yakov. This is between you and me." 


I leveled my gun towards him, but that was the moment Mia 
chose to stand up, positioning herself squarely in front of 
him. 


"Valentin, stop!" 

"Mia, get out of the way." 

"No. You've got to listen to me." 

"Move, Mia. This ends now. No more games." 

"Valentin, please. It's not like that." 

"He tried to kill us, Mia! What else do you think it is like?" 
"He didn't, Valentin. It wasn't him!" 


"Mia, get out of the way. He has been feeding you bullshit. 
Maria told him where to find you because she is a jealous, 
talentless bitch who can't deal with the fact that you are a 
million times better than she is. And Timoshenko ordered a 
drive by last night. I can't let this stand. I won't let it stand." 


The man himself cleared his throat. "I'm afraid I did not, 
Valentin." 


"Shut up. I have heard too many lies from you. You don't get 
to say anything anymore." 


Mia looked at me pleadingly and it was all I could do not to 
give in to whatever she wanted on the spot, no matter how 
irrational she was being. Only the knowledge that as soon 
as I backed down, Yakov would shoot her in the back kept 
me strong. 


"Tell him, Mia." 


"Your father came here to ask me to ask you for a second 
chance. He changed his mind, Valentin. He wants to go for 
your deal!" 


I shook my head. "I don't believe that for a second." 


In the distance I could hear the dull whine of sirens coming 
closer and I knew that I was running out of time. I had to do 
this now, or my chance would never come. Maxim and Ivan 
could work a police connection, but only as long as they had 
nothing to directly witness. 


"You want to know who tried to shoot you? Ask Maria." 


I frowned, and so did Mia. She turned to look at 
Timoshenko, confusion all over her face and just the 
slightest change in angle opened up a shot. 


I didn't think. I only aimed. 


"Oh my God. It was Yuri!" Mia's voice cut through to me like 
a beacon of light through the storm of my anger. 


What had made no sense suddenly tumbled into place and 
my focus shifted. Timoshenko's hand wasn't on the gun. His 


eyes were full of regret, partly closed in anticipation of the 
shot I was about to fire. 


Everything felt like it had turned to slow motion. 


Yuri had tried and failed to make a hit. Timoshenko never 
would have been so sloppy. 


My heart beat a thousand times in my chest before I 
lowered my gun, and all of a sudden, my arms were full of 
Mia as my future wife curled herself in tight against my 
chest. 


"It wasn't your father, Valentin. He came here to strike a 
deal. You have to believe me." 


Slowly, I felt myself nod, stunned that Mia had somehow 
managed to get to the truth where I had been too blind to 
see it. 


"I believe you." 


Timoshenko visibly sagged in relief and he visibly pushed 
the gun he'd been hiding closer towards me, across the 
table. 


Roman stepped in to pick it up, tucking it under his arm like 
it was just another paper as he reholstered his own gun. 


The world seemed to spin around us. Behind me, I knew 
that at the entrance Maxim and Ivan would be dealing with 
the police, calling in our contacts and spinning a plausible 
story for what had happened. If they pulled it off well, I 
might even get an honorable mention in the news for my 
part in an undercover operation, but for that moment I 
couldn't have cared less. 


Timoshenko stood up slowly from the table he'd been sitting 
at and stretched out his hand towards me, offering an open 
palm with the clear intention to shake. 


"Your future wife is a formidable young woman, Valentin. I 
am looking forward to having her as a daughter in law. And 
I am looking forward to seeing where you take the Bratva, 
as the new boss, from today onwards." 


Numbly, I shook his hand, throwing him a stiff nod. In all the 
eventualities I'd thought of, this scenario had never crossed 
my mind. Behind me, all was chaos, but in front everything 
was serene and calm. 


Ahead of me lay my future with a beautiful woman at my 
side, five of the best a man could ask for backing me up, 
and my father joining them behind me. 


Mia glanced up at me, and reached to tip my jaw down to 
her, standing on tip toes as she sought out my lips. I kissed 
her hard until we were both breathless. 


"Mia Peterson, I think you must have cast a spell on us all. 
Did I tell you how much I love you?" 


My fiancé’s smile was bright enough to light up the room, 
making her eyes gleam and sparkle. "You did. But I can 
always do with hearing it again. I love you Valentin, and 
don't you ever forget it." 


"How could I, my love? I owe you my whole life." 


EPILOGUE 


TWO MONTHS LATER 


\ / alentin 


We married in the summer when the skies were deep, deep 
blue and Moscow had calmed again, after the storm that we 
had nearly waged on it. Everything was right in the world. 


I flew Mia's parents in a week before the ceremony, and I 
took them around Moscow, showing them all the sights 
while Mia was busy with her rehearsals. 


As much as I might have wanted her to stop her position, I 
knew that wasn't something I could ask her to do. She was 
determined to work out her contract with the Bolshoi 
before she switched to working with Yolanda's company as 
star soloist. 


Being with me was everything she wanted, but ballet had 
always been her primary dream and I saw no reason to take 
that away from her. Her parents couldn't have been more 
proud of her, and they went to watch her every chance that 
they had. 


Timoshenko let them use the Bratva's box, and for at least a 
week, it was full of not just her parents, but all of my Bratva 
brethren and their wives, determined to see what a star she 
was for themselves. 


Every performance, I made sure that I had men in the 
audience there to protect her, and there were always 
people I trusted in the theatre staff. Timoshenko had taught 
me well enough to realize that there was no benefit to 
being arrogant and assuming I was untouchable. I was 
never going to gamble with Mia's life like that. 


At the doorway of St Basil's Cathedral, beneath the 
multicolored domes, I got my first glimpse of my bride in a 
beautifully embroidered gown. Gold lace topped the creamy 
silk beneath, flowing over her strong body in an elegant 
silhouette. She couldn't have looked more beautiful. 


I didn't even take in what anybody else looked like. Eva, I 
knew was behind her somewhere, acting as her maid of 
honor, and her parents were there, as well as all the men 
that I had brought together under my leadership. 


Their wives had befriended Mia easily, welcoming her 
enthusiastically into the fold and I knew that she had no 
doubts about fitting in. 


Half the city had turned up, as though we truly were 
royalty, but in truth there was only one person aside from 
Mia who could have claimed to be the draw for that. 


Our wedding was historic because right in front of the altar, 
Timoshenko gave us his blessing. 


Instead of Maxim, I had asked him to act as witness to our 
nuptials, knowing the symbolism that held. When he signed 
our names in the book, he identified himself as my father on 


paper for the first time in my life, and everyone there 
witnessed the legacy that he was passing on. 


Neither of us said a word about it, but Mia squeezed my 
hand just before the wedding crown settled on my head and 
I squeezed hers and I knew that whatever else life brought 
us, we would tackle it together. 


When we had a child together, I would be there to be the 
father, there was no question of that. History never had to 
repeat itself. Together we could make a better family than I 
had ever had, and our child would be able to do whatever 
he or she wanted in life without being funneled down a 
path. 


I wanted that freedom for all of our family, and I knew that 
luxury only came from where I was and the position I had 
reached, along with all the opportunities it gave. To do this 
to get to the top was one thing, but to do it for my family 
was another. 


For the first time, the prince of the Bratva didn't have to be 
lonely. Neither one of us would have our crowns if it hadn't 
been for her. But now, I was king in my own right and Mia 
was truly my queen and all we had to do was rule the 
Bratva wisely, and to live happily ever after. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


SIX MONTHS LATER 


M 


Behind the heavy fall of the velvet curtain I could hear the 
odd cough and murmur from the audience waiting in 
suspense for the orchestra to start. The stage was set in 
darkness and I was poised waiting for the heat of the 
spotlight to hit my arms, the only dancer in the centre of 
the stage. 


The curtain rose and the first notes from the violins reached 
me, swirling around as I started to move, awakening from 
the trance that I had been put into. 


The soft whisper of blocked silk shoes against the boards of 
the stage drew in around me as the lines of dancers 
assembled while I rose, en pointe, turning in the most 
graceful pirouette I could muster. 


This was my first night. And I could feel the breathless 
tension of the audience on the other side of the impossibly 
bright stage lights. Somewhere up there in the dark, 
Valentin was watching from the box that he still bought out 


every night, but this time I knew he was not the only one I 
had transfixed. 


I danced like I'd never danced before, uncaring about old 
blisters and calluses, because every graceful placement of 
my steps and gesture of my hands and arms was perfectly 
in my memory. But this was more than just a remembered 
series of moves. There was grit and passion in every jump 
and lift and turn I made, because now, thanks to Valentin, I 
truly understood what those things were. 


I'd come to the Bolshoi Stage as a girl who only knew the 
dance, but Valentin had taught me that there was so much 
more a dancer had to give. He'd shown me love and 
passion, and adventure of my own and I couldn't have asked 
for more from anybody in the world. He'd shown me what it 
truly meant to live, and only now could I channel all those 
things with every single step. 


Every movement came without thinking, as inevitable as the 
next. I jumped without fear because I knew my fellow 
principal dancer would be there to catch me. And I knew 
without doubt that his focus was entirely on his own steps, 
his own body, his own moves. Valentin was the only one who 
held me like he never wanted to let me go. 


As soon as I took my applause, he would be the one I went 
to and that was the way it was always going to be now that I 
was Mrs. Rohzkova. 


After this run of shows, I would have to take a break 
because my belly was already starting to swell as my womb 
made room for our child. 


It wasn't the life that I had thought I would have - or at 
least not this soon - but now that it was mine, I couldn't 
imagine anything else. I was the wife of one of the most 
influential men in Moscow, supported by our Bratva family 


at every turn, and I wouldn't have had it any other way. The 
world we brought our child into would be brimming over 
with opportunity and love, and I couldn't wait to see where 
the next chapter of our lives together led me. 
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